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ABSTRACT 
 

JUNE MARIE ROSDAHL 
 

SHAPING AND RESHAPING IDENTITIES IN EVERYDAY LITERACY PRACTICES: 
ADOLESCENT GIRLS’ USE OF SELFIES IN A SOCIAL AND MOBILE WORLD 

 
MAY 2017 

 
 Young adolescent girls engage in many leisure and academic activities 

outside of school that support literacy practices and identity formation. The use of 

mobile devices and online spaces has become an integral component of girls’ 

everyday lives that results in copious reading, writing, and identity building. Recent 

and rapid changes in technology provide platforms for new ways of doing literacy 

and representing identities. However, girls use content and social spaces in ways 

that are sometimes dismissed and not sanctioned as having any literacy value. 

Furthermore, literacy research has not kept pace with girls’ emerging out-of-school 

literacy practices. Scant studies explore how young girls use selfies in literacy 

development and identity formation. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 

explore how young adolescent girls use selfies as literacy practices using social 

media and mobile technology, and how they represent their identities. James Gee’s 

definition of identity provided a framework for this study: identity is “being 

recognized as a certain kind of person in a given context” (2000, p. 99). 

 Three theoretical constructs informed this study: sociocultural theory, New 

Literacy Studies, and theories of identity. A sociocultural perspective views literacy 
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as a social practice. New Literacy Studies recognizes multiliteracies and 

multimodality as a meaningful way of doing literacy through multiple contexts. 

Using a collective case study design (Stake, 1995) and a Grounded Theory approach 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), data was collected and analyzed inductively and 

recursively using qualitative techniques. The participants were ten young 

adolescent girls ages 13 and 14. The data consisted of questionnaires, individual 

interviews, focus groups, and selfie artifacts. 

The major findings suggest that girls use selfies to make meaning through the 

types of selfies that they take and the self-image that they portray. The findings also 

indicate that young girls use selfies to build relationships with boys, friends, family, 

and followers. Additionally, findings show that girls use selfies for communication 

through social media and mobile technology. Lastly, girls use selfies for self-

empowerment by building self-esteem, self-confidence, and control. The conclusion 

of the study indicated that girls use selfies to shape and reshape their identities. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

On a recent lunch outing, my eyes were drawn to two young adolescent girls 

who entered the restaurant with their family. Amid the commotion of the waiting 

area, the mother walked over to the girls to take their picture. Without saying a 

word, both girls turned their heads and refused the picture taker. A few seconds 

later, among giggles and smiles, the girls pulled out their phones. Extended to arm’s 

length, the phones snapped and selfies were taken. Then, in a sudden calm, the girls’ 

eyes became fixed and fingers rapidly navigated the phone screens. They shared 

inaudible whispers and nods of approval, as they showed each other content from 

their phones. 

Intrigued and fascinated by what I observed, I engaged the girls and mother 

in a conversation about picture taking. By the mother’s account, refusing to pose for 

a picture was a common occurrence for the girls. She mentioned how the girls 

usually opted for selfies. The girls, on the other hand, expressed concern that their 

picture would be on their mother’s phone. Consequently, she could send the picture 

to whomever she wanted without their consent. One of the girls stated, “If we don’t 

like a pic, we can delete it. If it’s on her phone we can’t do anything about it.” Besides 

wanting to manage their own pictures, the girls were also concerned about the 
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aesthetic quality. They described how important it was to post or send ideal pictures 

because they were a message about who they were. 

This story illustrates two key concepts of literacy and identity. Sociocultural 

perspective defines literacy learning as a process where learners are socialized for 

membership in particular communities (Barton & Hamilton, 1998b; Bloome, Carter, 

Christian, Otto, & Shuart-Faris, 2005; Gee, 2001; Kress, 2010; Lam, 2000). Equally 

important is the concept of identity that represents learners in these communities 

(Alvermann & Heron, 2001; Black, 2009). As individuals practice literacy, they 

perform specific social roles that identify them as belonging to a particular group. 

Gee (2000b, 2008a), in his influential work on literacy and identity, explained 

how Discourse, with a capital D, refers to socially situated practices. He submitted 

that Discourses operate as identity kits (2008a) that allow individuals and groups to 

be recognized by each other. An identity kit encompasses an array of 

representational resources such as gestures, vocabulary, clothing, values, and 

beliefs. Gee (2000b) stated that identity is “being recognized as a certain ‘kind of 

person,’ in a given context” (p. 99). In this way, identity is understood as a 

membership into a specific community of Discourse. Membership in multiple 

communities results in performance of multiple identities. In the same way that 

Discourse is connected to identity, literacy is tied to identity. Gee affirmed that 

literacy involves ways of talking, interacting, thinking, valuing, and believing that 

are embedded in socialized practices. An expanded view of Gee’s theory helps us to 
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understand how identities can be shaped and reshaped through the contexts of 

nature, institutions, and affinity groups. Consequently, identity encompasses 

multiple descriptors such as multi-layered (Alvermann, Hinchman, Moore, & Phelps, 

1998), unstable (Bean & Moni, 2003), negotiated (Beach, Thein, & Parks, 2007), 

hybrid (Sarroub, 2002), biological and cultural (Erikson, 1968), improvised 

(Blackburn, 2003), and transnational (Lam, 2009). 

Instances like the opening story are frequently observed as youth engage in 

everyday literacy activities. The girls mentioned above are just two of many 

thousands who are enthusiastic about taking selfies with their phones. With the 

advent of the smartphone and increased ownership among youth (Lenhart, Ling, 

Campbell, & Purcell, 2010), photo sharing has never been easier, particularly as it 

permits real-time interaction and perpetual connection with others (Quinn & 

Oldmeadow, 2013). 

With a phone, youth capture important moments in their lives that they 

frequently share through the Internet. According to a report released by Pew 

Internet & American Life Project, on teens and technology, access to the Internet is 

pervasive (Lenhart et al., 2015). Of the teens surveyed, ages 13-17, 92% report 

going online daily, 24% of teens say they go online “almost constantly” (p. 1), and 

56% go online several times a day. The evolution of the smartphone and social 

media are a modern phenomenon like no other that has created new possibilities for 

negotiating identities. The rise of mobile connectivity through smartphones and the 
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immediacy of social media have changed the way youth choose to shape their 

identities and represent themselves to others (Kress, 2010). 

Youth shape and reshape their identities as context, time, and audiences shift 

(Williams, 2014). Research on adolescent literacy and identity show how youth 

position themselves in relation to their identities. Studies have been done in context 

of school (Leander, 2002), home (Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 2003), work 

(Tannock, 2001), and web-based (Alvermann, Marshall, et al., 2012) settings. Others 

have been done with specific literacy practices in mind such as graffiti writing 

(Moje, 2000), gaming (Gee, 2007a), and zining (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005). Each 

perspective has contributed to the understanding of how adolescents negotiate 

identity as they engage in literacy practices. 

Technology based genres, such as instant messaging (Lewis & Fabos, 2005) 

and connecting through online spaces (Black & Steinkuehler, 2009) have high 

appeal and are routine activities for most adolescents. Bruce (2009) stated, “These 

various forms, though new, are texts that can be read and studied in a similar matter 

as books have been read and studied” (p. 288). In similar fashion, the emerging 

phenomenon of the selfie offers a valuable venue to investigate new forms of 

literacy and to uncover layered identities that adolescents bring to their literate 

lives. 

Researchers have made considerable advances in the study of out-of-school 

(Boyd, 2004; Bruce, 2008) and in-school literacy practices (Bomer, 1995; Greenleaf, 
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Schoenbach, Cziko, & Mueller, 2001; Guthrie, Klauda, & Ho, 2013). When leveraged 

together, they provide a space where students balance daily and academic life. Hull 

and Schultz (2002) asserted that boundaries between in and out-of-school are 

blurring as students are seen performing out-of-school activities in the classroom 

such as text messaging and surfing the Internet. Students’ everyday literacies 

(Alvermann & Xu, 2003; Haas, Takayoshi, Carr, Hudson, & Pollock, 2011; Merchant, 

2012a), in and out of the classroom, include the use of mobile technologies (Caronia, 

2005; Thulin & Vilhelmson, 2007) and the practice of popular culture. 

Taking and sharing selfies is simply another extension of everyday literacy 

common in youth culture. The production and process of sharing photos is not new. 

Taking a self-portrait with a camera has been practiced since the invention of the 

camera; however, the trend of posting it to social media or sending it through 

instant messaging has given it unprecedented traction and popularity. In fact, the 

Oxford Dictionaries (2013) proclaimed selfie word of the year in 2013. All sorts of 

people regardless of nationality, gender, social class, and age take selfies and 

adolescent girls are leading the charge. According to a recent study (Madden et al., 

2013) on teens’ use of social media, 94% of the girls surveyed, ages 12–17, state that 

they share photos of themselves on a social platform. Through social media, girls are 

embracing the selfie craze, giving us a window into their day-to-day literacy 

practices and identity formation. The selfie phenomenon may be inconsequential to 
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some, but it is not to the teenage girl who invests time and effort to create the ideal 

message as she represents herself to others. 

Context of the Researcher 

My academic interest in young adolescent girls derives from my professional 

background as a teacher. My experience with teaching, observing, and talking with 

young girls tells me that they are actively engaged in literacy practices in school and 

out-of-school. They naturally incorporate technology to enhance their literate lives. 

Not only are they comfortable with reading, writing, and communicating with new 

technologies, they often lead and guide their more novice peers in learning these 

new mediums. I watch with amazement as they communicate with instant 

messaging, network on social media, remix genres with texts and music, design 

YouTube videos, and create web pages. They work technology with confidence and 

ease, challenging conventional assumptions (American Association of University 

Women, 1991) that girls are not proficient or as comfortable with technology as are 

boys. What seems remarkable to me is unremarkable to them; they incorporate 

technology and the Internet in their daily lives. This proclivity for technology is 

especially interesting to me as I consider how it contributes to their identity. 

Background to the Problem 

Many organizations such as The Women in Literacy and Life Assembly 

(WILLA) and The National Council of Teachers of English are committed to making 

higher education a reality for girls. They advocate for an educational system that 
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promotes gender fairness (DeBlase, 2003; Heilman, 1998) and affirm the need to 

support girls in their pursuit of education. These efforts help increase America’s 

competitiveness in educational achievement and employment realization by 

reducing barriers of gender and increasing equality and diversity for girls. The 

ability to compete and innovate is strengthened through many forces, including 

literacy and the ability to attend to one’s identities (American Association of 

University Women, 2000). A strong foundation in literacy, developed through in-

school and out-of-school contexts, helps girls reach their educational and 

professional goals. 

DeBlase (2003) affirmed that girls are self-sufficient individuals not defined 

by society. They negotiate, resist, and act within multiple discourse communities. On 

the other hand, she acknowledged that girls are not completely free from dominant 

ideologies that shape the society in which they live. DeBlase (2003) stated, “What 

adolescent girls bring to text, how they interpret and interact with literacy events, 

and the connections they make to their own experiences are often mirrors into the 

identities they have constructed for themselves and for others. These identities 

emerge, in part, from internalizing, or taking on, society’s assumptions of who they 

are and who they are capable of becoming” (pp. 10-11). Consequently, girls need to 

understand how they fit within the larger social community that contributes to their 

identities. They also need opportunities to evaluate critically social positions and to 
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advocate for their own identities in a world that seeks to predetermine how they 

should be represented. 

Research in literacy indicates that adolescent girls perform an extensive 

range of day-to-day literacies practices (Cammack, 2002; Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 

2003b). These practices allow them to convey multilayered identities (Beavis, 2005; 

Guzzetti, 2006, 2010; Jones, 2009; Koutsogiannis & Adampa, 2012; Thomas, 2004) 

across race (Vargas, 2006), gender (Eklund, 2011), class (Payne-Bourcy & Chandler-

Olcott, 2003), and cultural boundaries (Sutherland, 2005). These studies expand our 

understanding of how girls shape and reshape their identities. They depict and raise 

awareness of how girls use everyday literacy practices for their own purposes. The 

studies also give us insight into how girls mediate digital literacies and how they 

traverse social media using multimodal tools for communicating. It is important to 

acknowledge, however, that more study is needed to understand the evolving 

literacy practices of girls. With the advances of technology and the progression of 

social media, girls’ literacy practices are shifting. New hybrid identities signal 

researchers to take new and innovative paths in research, paths that will give more 

insight and more understanding of how girls shape their multilayered identities in a 

technology driven world. 

Statement of the Problem 

Research shows that adolescent girls engage in many leisure and academic 

activities outside of school that support literacy practices (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 
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2003b) and identity formation (Black & Steinkuehler, 2009; Cammack, 2002; 

Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003a; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004; Lewis & Fabos, 2005; 

Schilt, 2003). The use of online spaces (Thomas, 2004) and mobile devices 

(Merchant, 2012a) have become an integral component of girls’ everyday lives that 

results in copious reading and writing. In these instances, literacy is a social event 

where girls can use online spaces and digital devices to shape and reshape 

identities. Recent and rapid changes in technology provide platforms for new ways 

of representing identities. 

The problem is that some of these contexts have not been explored and 

literacy research has not kept pace with advances of technology and emerging 

literacy practices of adolescent girls. This can specifically be seen in adolescent girls’ 

use of selfies. There is scant research that looks at how young girls use selfies in 

literacy development and identity formation (Chua & Chang, 2016; Mascheroni, 

Vincent, & Jimenez, 2015; Wang, 2012). According to sociocultural theory, selfies 

would be considered a form of literacy and, thus, instrumental in developing 

identity. For this reason, research in this area is needed because fostering positive 

identities for girls is critical for literacy development. Exploring identity lends 

insight into ways to draw girls into literacy practices that will enhance and support 

development. Without further research, we cannot know the full extent of how 

identity and literacy continue to evolve using selfies. The better we understand how 
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girls represent their identities in a globalized and technological world, the better we 

can support them in the process. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

 Researchers (Alvermann, 2008; Bruce, 2009; Guzzetti, 2006; Luke, 2003; 

Moje, 2009) identify the need to explore the day-to-day literacy activities of 

adolescents as new practices and technologies emerge because students are already 

engaged in literacy practices that are unexplored by research. The purpose of the 

study is to explore how young adolescent girls use selfies as literacy practices in 

social media and through mobile technology. I also explore the role selfies play in 

the girls’ shaping and reshaping of identities. In this study, identity will be generally 

defined as “being recognized as a certain kind of person in a given context” (Gee, 

2000b, p. 99). To address this purpose, the following research questions guided this 

study: 

1.) In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy 

practices and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 

2.) In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 

phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 

3.) How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey their perception of 

their own identities? 
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Significance of the Study 

This study responds to the call for research on several fronts related to 

literacy: adolescent girls, identity, technology, and social media, all of which play 

prominent roles in youth culture. Literacy in this respect and for the purpose of this 

study is more broadly defined within the framework of New Literacy Studies 

(hereafter, NLS) (Gee, 2000c; New London Group, 1996; Street, 2003) and 

multimodality (Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). Researchers with NLS 

define literacy as practices that are shaped in multiple social and cultural contexts. 

They shift attention away from psychology models that emphasize individual 

cognition to models that emphasize the social nature of literacy. Connected to NLS is 

the theory of multimodality. It defines communication practices in terms of visual, 

oral, gestural, musical, kinesthetic, and digital modes for making meaning, and 

composing messages. Street’s approach to New Literacy Studies as a rationale for 

research is helpful in situating this study. Street stated (2003) that literacy is 

“focusing not so much on acquisition of skills, as in dominant approaches, but rather 

on what it means to think of literacy as a social practice” (p. 77). Kress’ (2010) 

research in multimodality looked at the different modes that people use to 

communicate including but not limited to language, writing, gestures, gaze, and 

visual forms. Both perspectives are relevant in respect to sociocultural and 

communication research. 
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One call for research comes from the need to look at emerging literacy 

practices and the importance of contemporary technology. Moje (2009) suggested 

that research needs to investigate “all that is new and multiple in texts, media, and 

literacy practices” (p. 359). She invited researchers to further develop concepts of 

new media. Likewise, Bruce (2009) raised the need for research related to non-print 

media literacy. He contended that non-print media is the dominant form of texts for 

youth. Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, and Cammack (2011) called for research that captures 

how our literacy lives are transformed by the continual change of the Internet and 

technology. The need for understanding the rapid advance of mobile devices and the 

influence it has on literacy is gaining momentum. Merchant (2012a) argued for a 

more nuanced view of mobile technology that should focus on day-to-day social 

practices that connect literacy with mobiles. Based on a meta-analysis on technology 

and young students, researchers (Moran, Ferdig, Pearson, Wardrop, & Blomeyer, 

2008) suggested that there is “greater reason to encourage the research community 

to redouble its efforts to investigate and understand the impact of digital learning 

environments on students in this age range” (p. 7). Thus, research on technology 

and young students is needed. 

Another call for research comes from the realm of youths’ out-of-school 

literacies and social media practices. Alvermann (2008) observed that research on 

adolescents’ outside literacies need particular attention in these new times of 

changing literacies. As new genres emerge, research needs to consider the 
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usefulness of each practice, especially when it is practiced with immense 

enthusiasm. Adding to this concern and looking at what counts as learning in 

informal contexts, Vadeboncoeur (2006) suggested that researchers should ask, 

“How does a particular context contribute to learning?” (p. 272). While, Luke (2003) 

suggested that researchers find it necessary to “play catch up with the 

unprecedented textual and social practices that students are already engaging with” 

(p. 402). 

A third call focuses on multi-dimensional research that can understand girls’ 

literacy development. In a symposium on gender, Phillips (American Association of 

University Women, 2001) stated that “We need more research, more media 

reporting, and so forth, about what’s going right, in what ways girls are 

thriving…and about what our responsibilities are to make sure that happens more” 

(p. 36). The experiences of girls in the context of technology mediated literacy 

practices in a sociocultural framework are understudied (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 

2003b; Lewis & Fabos, 2005), even though girls spend a considerable amount of 

time online engaging in various types of social practices such as networking and 

image sharing. Guzzetti’s (2006) research on girls called for studies that focuses on 

cybersite interactions within the context of everyday living. Furthermore, Guzzetti 

(2006) added “researchers have yet to determine how interactive websites may 

assist young people in forming and representing their identities” (p. 159). Inness 

(1998) called for studies that focus on the daily lives of girls and she confronted the 
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prevailing belief that research on the culture of girls’ lives is trivial. She contended 

that girls encounter many challenges simply because they are young and female. 

Thus, focus on the digital and social learning environments of girls is needed. The 

call for research associated with identity, online spaces, adolescent girls, and mobile 

phones serve as the rationale for this study. 

Theoretical Framework 

I approached this study from a sociocultural perspective that views literacy 

as a social practice (Gee, 2008a; Street, 1984; Vygotsky, 1978). The theoretical 

constructs informing this research came from sociocultural theory (Barton & 

Hamilton, 1998b; Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007), New Literacy Studies (New London 

Group, 1996), theories of identity (Gee, 2000b) and theories of adolescent literacy 

(Alvermann, 2009; Moje, 2002). A sociocultural approach views learning as a 

process shaped by many different social, cultural, and historical factors. Learning is 

enhanced through social interactions and experiences in authentic settings. These 

theories will be discussed in depth in chapter two. 

Methodology 

This study was aligned with concepts of qualitative research that suggests 

that research is exploratory and descriptive of the context, setting, and the 

participants’ frame of reference (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The study also aligns 

with Stake’s (1995) concept of collective case study. Stake (1995) defined collective 

case study research as collecting and analyzing data from several participants, with 



 15 

important coordination between the individual studies. The structure of the study 

was a collective case study exploring 10 young girls’ perspectives and offering an 

analysis of the different themes that emerged (Merriam, 1998). The data sources 

used for this study included individual interviews, group sessions, and selfie 

artifacts. I analyzed the data through in inductive process of identifying categories. I 

then identified reoccurring themes with similar patterns to form a deeper 

understanding of the data. There were 10 female participants, 13 and 14 years old. 

They attended the same middle school and all were in the seventh grade. The 

ethnicity included three girls who were African American, three who were Anglo, 

and four who were Hispanic. 

Assumptions 

 This study was built on the assumption that literacy is socially and culturally 

constructed and that it can be expressed through many different activities, including 

taking a selfie. It was assumed that the participants would view selfies as a form of 

communication. It was assumed that the participants would possess at least a 

rudimentary understanding of mobile phones and social media, since both 

instruments would be necessary for taking and sharing selfies. It was assumed that 

the participants would respond with accurate and realistic responses to the 

interviews and group discussions. It was further assumed that the participants 

would demonstrate capability to articulate opinion as I interacted with them. 
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Limitations 

 I acknowledge the real demands and pressure that existed in the research. 

Consequently, there was a potential of several limitations in this study: 

• Naturally occurring events could have been altered because of my presence 

as a researcher and adult. 

• Biases could manifest because of my personal perspectives on sociocultural 

theory. 

To keep abreast of potential problems, I maintained a reflexive journal where I 

documented my emotional and attitudinal response. 

Delimitations 

The boundaries I set for this study had three delimitations. First, only girls 

were examined, limiting the data that could be derived from adolescent boys. The 

choice to focus on girls stemmed from research interest and educational experience. 

In addition, girl studies can advance the educational discourse related to issues, 

such as, literacy, curriculum design, policy-making, digital media, and popular 

culture. Second, only young adolescent girls who were 13 or 14 years old were 

examined. This limited input from female children, older teenage girls, or girls 

nearing or at adulthood. Examining young girls’ literacy practices provide insight 

into this age group that I believe occupy a different social position in the world and 

are in constant flux. And third, instructional time, in the sense of academics, was not 

observed. Phone use in the classroom was generally not permitted unless directly 
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tied to the instruction. Thus, the likelihood of observing young girls taking selfies 

during class was unlikely. 

Summary 

Adolescent girls of the 21st century are computer savvy, digitally mobile, and 

socially connected. They have media platforms at their fingertips that connect them 

to local and global networks. Their identity development is no longer isolated to the 

physical proximity of social groups but extends into the World Wide Web, which has 

become a place for exploring and expressing identities. One of the many ways in 

which girls navigate their identity is through the sharing of selfies. The practice of 

taking a selfie is a common occurrence among girls, yet researchers have not 

sufficiently explored the link between identity and selfies. In this study, I 

interviewed 10 young adolescent girls, inquired about their selfie practice, and 

examined the visual images to learn what was important to them in the realm of 

everyday literacy. I also sought to build an explanation of how these accounts play a 

role in forming identity. 

Organization of the Dissertation 

 The dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 provides an 

overview of the study. It is arranged into the following sections: (a) Introduction, (b) 

Context of the Researcher, (c) Background to the Problem, (d) Statement of the 

Problem, (e) Purpose and Research Questions, (f) Significance of the Study, (g) 

Summary, and (h) Organization of Dissertation. 



 18 

Chapter 2 includes three sections: Theoretical Framework, Literature 

Review, and Summary. The Theoretical Framework is arranged into subsections as 

follows: (a) Sociocultural Theory of literacy, (b) New Literacy Studies, (c) and 

Theories on Identity. The Literature Review is arranged into subsections as follows: 

(a) Identity, (b) Adolescent Girls, (c) Social Media, (d) Mobile Phones, and (e) Selfies. 

Chapter 3 introduces the methodology and approach for gathering the data. 

It is divided by the following sections: (a) Participants, (b) Setting, (c) Role of 

Researcher, (d) Data Sources and Collection Plan, (e) Data Analysis Procedures, (f) 

Trustworthiness, (g) Timeline, (h) Assumptions, (i) Limitations, (j) Delimitations, 

(k) Context of the Researcher, and (l) Summary. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings. It includes six sections: (a) Prologue, (b) 

Meaning Making, (c) Relationships, (d) Communication, (e) Self-empowerment, and 

(f) Summary. Lastly, Chapter 5 discusses the findings and implications with a final 

summary. The following chapter presents a fuller review of the theoretical 

framework and literature base. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Given that this study examined how literacy is practiced in social contexts of 

media and digital communication, I approached this study from a sociocultural 

perspective. This perspective views literacy as a social practice (Gee, 2000a; Street, 

1984; Vygotsky, 1978). Three theoretical constructs inform this study as outlined 

below: sociocultural theory of literacy, New Literacy Studies, and theories of 

identity. 

A sociocultural approach to learning is grounded in the work of Vygotsky 

(1978). It views learning as a process shaped by many different social, cultural, and 

historical factors. In essence, learning is enhanced through social interactions and 

experiences in authentic settings (Vygotsky, 1978). A social learning approach 

focuses on the importance of social influences and interactions and the effects that a 

community and its culture has on learning. 

The purpose of this research was to explore how young adolescent girls use 

selfies as literacy practices in social media and through mobile technology. To 

address this purpose, the following questions guided this study: 

1.) In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy 

practices and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 
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2.) In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 

phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 

3.) How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey their perception of 

their own identities? 

Theories of Sociocultural Literacy 

Under the umbrella of sociocultural theory, theories of literacy originated 

from research connected to theorists such as Barton and Hamilton (1998a), Gee 

(1996), Heath (1983), Purcell-Gates (1995), and Street (1984). Collectively, these 

researchers were concerned with everyday literacy practices in social and cultural 

contexts. Sociocultural theory plays an important role in literacy as it emphasizes 

social and cultural beliefs that a community embraces regarding the importance and 

function of literacy. A sociocultural perspective of literacy is more than simply 

reading, writing, and developing a set of skills for encoding and decoding. It is based 

on a social nature of learning and social interaction. Sociocultural literacy is making 

sense of reading and writing that is embedded in social practices. 

Literacy as a social practice was influenced by Street’s (1984) seminal work 

in Iran. He examined ways that reading and writing were used for different 

purposes in day-to-day living. In his research, he contrasted autonomous and 

ideological approaches to literacy. The autonomous model conceptualized literacy 

as decontextualized skills that are tied to individual cognition. Whereas, the 
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ideological model conceptualized literacy as practices that are tied to cultural and 

social contexts. 

While sociocultural theories of literacy focus on the broader concepts of 

culture and society, these theories also include aspects of language. Language 

includes oral and written communication as well as nonlinguistic modalities. It 

occurs within a community of practice and is shaped by context. Gee (1996) stated 

that language “comes fully attached to ‘other stuff’: to social relations, cultural 

models, power and politics, perspectives on experience, values and attitudes, as well 

as things and places in the world” (p. vii). His concept of Discourse as an identity kit 

also demonstrated how language is tied to social and cultural contexts. Discourses 

are socially recognized ways of reading, writing, speaking, listening, and gesturing. 

Discourse uses semiotic tools such as images, sounds, and signs in ways that we are 

identified and recognized as being a member of a group. To be a part of a Discourse 

means that one can be recognized by how they believe, feel, act, dress, and speak. 

The concept of sociocultural theory sets a foundation to explore young girls’ 

everyday literacy in context as they use selfies to communicate and shape their 

identities. Equally important to this study are the concepts of multiliteracies and 

multimodality as informed by the New Literacy Studies.  

New Literacy Studies 

Sociocultural views of literacy include a range of theories that focus on ways 

that literacy is used in context. New Literacy Studies is one such perspective. This 
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approach was conceived by the New London Group, a group of literacy researchers 

who developed a framework for multiliteracies and literacy pedagogy. In forming 

the framework, the group sought to address issues of pedagogy that asked, what do 

students need to learn and how should they learn it? In an article (New London 

Group, 1996) and later in an edited book (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000b), these 

researchers posited that social and cultural changes in society called for a shift in 

pedagogy. Drawing from the theory that literacy is a social practice and influenced 

by Street’s (1984) autonomous and ideological models of literacy, the New Literacy 

Studies theory supported social and ideological practices. Street (2003) explained 

the theory: 

What has come to be termed the “New Literacy Studies”…represents a new 

tradition in considering the nature of literacy, focusing not so much on 

acquisition of skills, as in dominant approaches, but rather on what it means 

to think of literacy as a social practice. (p. 77) 

Multiliteracies and Multimodality 

Two perspectives important for this study are multiliteracies (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2000a) and multimodality (Kress, 2000) that stem from the work of New 

Literacy Studies. Cope and Kalantzis (2000a) proposed two arguments in 

conceptualizing multiliteracies: “The first argument engages with the multiplicity of 

communications channels and media; the second with the increasing salience of 

cultural and linguistic diversity” (p. 5). The multiplicity of communication channels 



 23 

added a new element of conceiving literacy as a social practice as it focused on 

modes of representation. Cope and Kalantzis (2000a) stated that meaning-making 

involves a combination of normalized conventions and meanings as we actively 

design new meanings. The theory of multiliteracies engages multiple methods of 

communication such as linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, spatial, and multimodal. 

Reading is not simply the comprehension of words but involves many modes of 

learning and communication. For example, speaking involves both linguistic and 

auditory action. Likewise, body language involves gestures and visual action. 

Being multiliterate is not a new concept in literacy. What is new and evolving 

is the multimodality of technology and the Internet. Given the new trends in 

technology and communication, The New London Group argued for a greater 

attention to multimodality and semiotic resources. Kress (2003a) expressed two 

key arguments that helped focus our attention away from isolated concepts of 

linguistic and print literacy and to a multimodal concept. Kress (2003a) stated: 

It is no longer possible to think about literacy in isolation from a vast array of 

social, technological and economic factors. Two distinct yet related factors 

deserve to be particularly highlighted. These are, on the one hand, the broad 

move from the now centuries-long dominance of writing to the new 

dominance of the medium of the image and, on the other hand, the move 

from the dominance of the medium of the book to the dominance of the 

medium of the screen. (p. 1) 
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 Jewitt (2008) stated that today’s society is characterized as global, fluid, and 

networked; consequently, multimodality has emerged in response to the changing 

landscape. Multimodality can be understood as making, distributing, interpreting 

and remaking meaning through various modes (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). From 

a multimodal perspective modes such as image, gaze, body posture, and music are 

semiotic resources for meaning making and contribute to literacy learning. Research 

studies on specific types of modes help to describe different kinds of 

representations expressed in multimodality. For example, Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2006) researched images, van Leeuwen (1999) explored sound, and Martinec 

(2000) focused on movement and gesture. 

Interacting with social media such as YouTube, Pinterest, and Twitter 

requires flexibility with the various types of communication whether it is images, 

textual, sounds, oral, or a combination of any of these. In today’s globalized and 

technological society, it is expected that society adapt to diverse ways of 

communicating. One way to support advances in a digital world is through 

multiliteracies and multimodal tools. 

Theories on Identity 

Research on identity has been examined through various theoretical 

approaches and methodologies, producing a diverse understanding of the nature of 

identity. Kroger (2007) described five contemporary traditions that are commonly 

used in research around identity: 1.) An historical view acknowledges historical 
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conditions that precipitates identity practices; 2.) A structural stage approach 

focuses on developmental structures in life events; 3.) The sociocultural perspective 

focuses on the role that society and culture play in identity; 4.) A narrative approach 

suggests that elements of identity are integrated via one’s life story; and, 5.) The 

psychosocial approach focuses on biological, psychological, and societal influences 

on identity. Erik Erikson’s (1968) research is credited for developing various 

concepts of identity and has influenced each of the theoretical approaches just 

mentioned. He described identity as a subjective understanding of oneself that has 

continuity over time. Accordingly, a person has a sense of being the same across 

multiple contexts. He also asserted that identity is shaped by three interrelated 

components: biological, psychological, and cultural. Optimal identity development is 

attained when societal conditions are conducive to an individual’s biological and 

psychological needs. 

Sociocultural Theories on Identity 

Theories on identity, from a sociocultural perspective, began to surface with 

Mead’s (1934) research. His seminal work focused on the way self is developed. 

Mead theorized that self materializes from social interactions with others. This 

aspect is important because other theorists during his time believed that self was 

primarily inherited behaviors and biological traits. Mead’s idea on symbolic 

interactionism recognized the complexity of contemporary social life and the 

bearing it had on identity. Consequently, self is developed over time from social 
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experiences and is not inherited from birth. He proposed that people’s definition of 

themselves is contingent upon how they perceive how others respond to them. 

Individuals become aware, though this process, of the influence they have on others 

and how others have influence on them. In turn, they use this awareness to establish 

future demonstrations of self. Clarifying the issue of shifting identities, Kroger 

(2007) stated: 

As one changes contexts or receives differing messages from new people 

within the same physical setting, one’s identity is likely to undergo change. 

Because one’s identity is primarily a product of social discourse, a change in 

feedback about oneself from important others will precipitate a change in 

one’s own sense of identity. (p. 21) 

Other contemporary researchers (e.g. Cote & Levin, 2002; Shotter & Gergen, 

1989), following Mead’s research, viewed identity development as a result of 

cultural opportunities and restrictions. Though views differed on specific issues, the 

commonality in a sociocultural perspective was that identity is the product of social 

context. Today, Mead’s seminal work about self has been theoretically refined and 

extended to include various concepts of identity such as multiple and dynamic 

identities. 

Identity and Literacy 

Issues of identity in relations to literacy practices have been the focus of 

recent discussion particularly among researchers connected with the New Literacy 
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Studies (Barton, 1994; Gee, 1996; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984). For example, drawing 

from Street (1984), Mahiri and Godly (1998) stated, “Who people are and how they 

live made all the difference in how they learned, how they engaged in literacy 

practices, and the role that literacy played in their identity” (p. 420). Similarly, Gee 

(1996) described identity as fulfilling a social role in a given context. We embody 

multiple roles within multiple contexts using multiple modes of expressions, while 

implementing multiple tools. Gee (2008a) stated: 

A socially accepted association among ways of using language and other 

symbolic expression, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and acting, as 

well as using various tools, technologies, or props that can be used to identify 

oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or ‘social network,’ to 

signal (that one is playing) a socially meaningful ‘role,’ or to signal that one is 

filling a social niche in a distinctively recognizable fashion. (p. 161) 

Gee’s (2008a) theory on Discourse, as discussed in the first chapter, provides 

a lens for examining the social and literacy practices of individuals as they engage in 

identity building. Thus, Discourse refers to the combination and mix of language and 

social practice. Gee described Discourse in various ways; for example, Discourse is a 

membership in a particular social group centered on common interests and goals. It 

is an identity kit that regulates how to act and talk so that others can recognize the 

social roles. Likewise, it is an infinity group that focuses on shared activities and 

goals and not on race, class, ethnicity, or gender. These perspectives enable us to 
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understand how identities are developed and how they are germane in social 

environments. Gee submitted that discourse, spelled with a lower case ‘d’, stresses 

how people use language in conversation. It refers to “language in use or connected 

stretches of language that make sense, like conversations, stories, reports, 

arguments, essays, and so forth”, (Gee, 2008a, p. 154). Little ‘d’ discourse shows how 

the flow of language makes sense in communication. When discussing the 

combination of language with social practices, Gee refers to this as Discourse. Thus, 

big ‘D’ Discourse embeds little ‘d’ discourse into the ways that people use language 

socially and historically. 

 Some scholars question the usefulness of using identity as a construct for 

scholarly research. For example, Sfard and Prusak (2005) stated that research on 

identity is limited in its effectiveness because of theoretical and definition 

ambiguity. They submitted that this leaves the reader to rely on their own 

instinctive understanding or on firsthand experiences rather than theoretical 

frameworks. Likewise, Bendle (2002) advised against using identity as an analytic 

lens. He asserted that the research in the social fields vary widely and “are 

inconsistent, under-theorized and incapable of bearing the analytical load required” 

(p. 1). These observations suggest that identity is a complex construct that 

continues to evolve in concept, methodology, and analytical framing. It propels new 

ways for researchers to analyze and conceptualize identity in research. 
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Adolescent Identity 

Sociocultural theories on identity, in relations to literacy and adolescents, 

have surged in recent years. Lewis and Del Valle (2009) categorized three 

sociocultural ways of theorizing adolescent identity as it intersects with literacy; 

cultural, performative and hybrid. During the 1970s and the 1980s, theories of 

identity were constructed through cultural association with established set of 

characteristics. For example, Heath’s (1983) seminal work showed how the use of 

language in three separate communities either complimented or conflicted with the 

language used in school. She distinguished specific characteristics in language that 

were tied to the identity of each community. 

Through the 1990s and the 2000s, theorists focused on negotiated and 

performative identities in social settings. Researchers drew attention to the contrast 

between in-school and out-of-school literacy practices, broadening the definition of 

what counts as literacy. In an out-of-school study on manga or Japanese comics, 

Allen and Ingulsrud (2005) demonstrated the importance of belonging to a 

community of readers that shared ideas and resources for literacy. These practices 

were intertwined with a network of like-minded readers where identities were 

performed. 

Lewis and Del Valle’s (2009) third category of theories of identity pointed to 

recent adolescent literacy research that was theorized as spatial, metadiscursive, 

and hybrid. In this setting, adolescents practiced literacy by engaging in local and 
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global networks often through digital media. Sarroub’s (2002) hybrid theory on 

identity tied closely to the performance of identities. She focused on how Yemeni 

American girls used religious and secular texts and Arabic and English texts to 

negotiate identity. The girls shifted their identities to reflect their association as 

either Yemeni or American within the spaces of home, school, and community. This 

research also reflected spatial theory as the girls enacted identity in both time and 

space. 

Research on adolescent literacy is shaped by concepts of identity as seen in 

Lewis and Del Valle’s (2009) chronological review. In an age of emerging technology 

and a changing and fluid world, it is probable that conceptions of identity will 

continue to change, encouraging new approaches to research. Lewis and Del Valle 

contend that the manner of theorizing adolescent identity is key to understanding 

research. As views and theories of identity change so change the lens by which we 

conduct research on adolescent literacy. 

 In summary, sociocultural theories on identity is defined, in part, by a 

connection to social communities such as family, friends, church, and school in 

which individuals are raised and in which they ultimately choose to participate. 

These communities give structure to the types of practices they engage in, with 

whom they engage, and for what purpose. For example, in a school context, 

individuals take on roles as learners or teachers. Through these roles, they develop 

relationships such as best friends among students or mentor and protégé between 
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teacher and student. As best friends, they may have access to their friend’s latest 

teen magazine or be privy to the gossip around the lunch table. As a student, they 

may have access to an exclusive debate team or coveted sports position because of 

teacher/coach influence. These relationships give access to specific activities 

associated with specific identities. 

 As the social communities that individuals engage in play a role in shaping 

their identities, they too play a central role in negotiating and shaping their own 

identities. Gee (2000b) captured the complex and changing facets of identity 

formation when he stated that identity is, “the kind of person one is recognized as 

being, at a given time or place, can change from moment to moment in interaction, 

can change from context to context, and, of course, can be ambiguous or unstable” 

(p. 99). In other words, the kind of identity that individuals project in any given time 

is subject to where they are and whom they are with. Thus, identities are not 

regarded as fixed and isolated but are fluid and flexible in context. In taking a 

position within a social context and being cognizant of those in the context, 

individuals shape their own identities. 

 In recent research, there has been a move away from fixed categories of 

identity such as gender and race to a perspective that sees identity as a complex and 

multilayered construct. It is framed as socially constructed, changing, flexible, and 

fluid. It is performed and interpreted in language and actions. It takes place in 

community of others both in person and in digital spaces. The following section 
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addresses the literature base. To address the purpose, the following literature 

review is presented on identity, adolescent girls, social media, mobile phones, and 

selfies. 

Literature Review 

 The day-to-day literacy practices of young adolescent girls are expressed in a 

variety of forms such as podcasting, fanfiction, video composing, gaming, and many 

others. Girls not only use a wide variety of day-to-day literacy skills, they create and 

compose them. New forms are emerging with quick succession. Research in this 

area continues to grow and attempts are made to keep pace. Thus, it is important to 

study these new forms in a similar manner that print has been studied. 

Understanding the types of texts that girls use outside of school allows educators 

and policy makers to consider whether to integrate the mediums into the academic 

curriculum. A rationale for approaching literacy from a multiliteracies perspective is 

to promote learning from multiple pathways to learning (Eisner, 2002). 

This literature review is organized to discuss the extant literature in the 

areas of identity, adolescent girls, social media, mobile devices, and selfies. First, I 

review seminal and current studies of adolescent literacy and identity within the 

context of school and social spaces. Next, I examine the literature pertaining to girl 

studies with specific focus on popular culture. This is followed by, a review on social 

media and the technological advances of mobile devices, particularly the 

smartphones. Last, I review the academic and popular literature related to selfies. 
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Scant studies were found that fully examines identity and adolescent girls’ use of 

selfies. 

Identity 

Previous studies on adolescent literacy and identity show how youth position 

themselves in relation to their identities. Studies have been done in context of 

school (Leander, 2002), home (Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 2003), work (Tannock, 

2001), and web-based (Alvermann, Marshall, et al., 2012) settings. Other studies 

have been done with specific literacy practices in mind, such as graffiti writing 

(Moje, 2000), gaming (Gee, 2007a), and zining (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005), while 

others have looked at race (Bruna, 2007; Gibson, 2010), gender (Finders, 1997), and 

class (O'Brien, Beach, & Scharber, 2007). Each orientation has contributed to the 

understanding of how adolescents negotiate identity as they engage in literacy 

practices. In the following section, I review the literature that explicitly or implicitly 

links adolescent literacy with identity within two contexts, school spaces and virtual 

spaces. 

In the context of school, certain language and literacy practices are privileged 

over others. For example, students who use cultural language in their homes or 

communities are often viewed negatively if the cultural language is exercised in 

school context. This can foster inequitable treatment in school simply because of 

differences between the students’ cultural ways of engaging and the dominant 
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school culture of practicing literacy. The following studies illustrate how students 

position their identity in the dominance of school culture. 

Intrator and Kunzman (2009) stated that adolescents rarely have a sense of 

connecting with academic work or subject matter in the classroom in ways that 

relate to their interests, culture, and experiences. Additionally, they asserted that 

students are disconnected because the curriculum does not represent or relate to 

who they are. The lack of representation is amplified when the focus is on minority 

or underrepresented students. For example, a study by Sleeter and Grant (1991) 

examined junior high students at a desegregated school. They found that while the 

students developed power in their personal and social environments, they complied 

passively with the requirements of school. The content of classroom life did not 

relate to their identities outside of school. 

In a case study of a Latino youth, Suarez-Orozco and Toorova (2003) found 

that one adolescent built an identity of power and masculinity in the street where he 

projected a bravado stance. However, he was at a disadvantage in the classroom 

where he felt frustrated, incompetent, and was minimally engaged. The school’s 

dominant identity contrasted with his social identity. It shifted back and forth, one 

moment he was empowered and in control, while the next moment he was 

discouraged and put off. These two studies show how some adolescents possess 

multiple identities that conflict in academic settings. 
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 In the following three studies, the researchers showed how multiple 

identities can be successfully constructed in the school context. The African 

American girls in Sutherland’s (2005) study learned how to critique dominant 

identities that had been imposed upon them. The researchers showed how girls 

used a novel, based on a Eurocentric standard of beauty, to represent and co-

construct identities that mattered to them. Through reading and discussing the text, 

the girls affirmed individual and group identities and contested the ascribed 

identities imposed by others. 

Similarly, a study by Carter (2006) addressed the importance of the 

nonverbal communication of two African American girls as they asserted their 

identities in the midst of a dominant school culture. They created a culturally 

affirming space in the classroom that allowed them to scrutinize and critique the 

dominant academic culture of the classroom. They supported each other through 

strategies and communications that were invisible to other by using gestures. The 

girls interacted and reacted to their surroundings in ways that affirmed their 

identity and protected their way of meaning making. 

In a case study, Noll (1998) observed two Native American adolescents 

attending White dominant schools. He explored ways that Lakota and Dakota youth 

constructed meaning through music, dance, and art. He looked at the influence of 

multiple identities connected to American Indian culture, school culture, and 

mainstream popular culture as the youth interacted with literacy. Noll examined 
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how the youth expressed their identities and looked at issues of racism through 

literacy. Noll found that working with self-identity was complex for the students as 

they worked at defining for themselves what it meant to be American Indian in a 

school that did not reflect their native culture. 

The students in these studies reflected a strong sense of self as they 

encountered ascribed identities in dominant school cultures. Yon (2000) stated 

identities are “a matter of choice for some, but they are also the results of 

encounters with boundaries of exclusion for others” (p. 2). While these studies 

reflected the complex ways in which identity is negotiated in the context of the 

classroom, other studies considered how identity is built in virtual worlds. 

The research on adolescents and virtual worlds is expanding, strengthening 

the link between online spaces and literacy. Youth use many different online literacy 

practices such as fandom and social networking for representing or performing 

identities. A survey by Pew Internet and American Life Project (Lenhart et al., 2015) 

found 92% of teens ages 13-17 are daily users of social networking sites and 71% 

report using more than one social site. Facebook is the most popular platform; half 

of teens use Instagram and half use Snapchat. Teens are diversifying their use of 

social network sites. These sites offer opportunities for building and experimenting 

with identities. 

Online forums present valuable sites for examining layered and hybrid 

identities that adolescents construct for themselves. For example, the girls in 
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Thomas’ (2004) study used the digital language of cyberspeak to create identities in 

a chat room environment. The girls used words and images to build digital 

representations of their bodies. The site allowed the girls to reinvent themselves by 

forming new femininities and to swap gender. They created cyberbodies that were 

reflective of their fantasies. Thomas found that the site provided the means to 

express empowerment, freedom, and exploration of multilayered identities. 

Fanfiction sites are another area where adolescents practice literacy in 

sophisticated ways and where identity asserts itself in multiple forms. In fanfiction, 

writers create fictional texts from media such as novels, television shows, video 

games, or movies that extend or recreate the original media. They not only develop 

original texts, they create new hybrid genres such as songfics, based on song lyrics 

and fanvidding, creating videos from media sources. In his seminal work, Jenkins 

(1992) stated that “fan culture is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon, 

inviting many different forms of participation and levels of engagement” (p. 5). He 

found that fans blurred identity between producer and spectator, since any 

spectator could recreate the narrative. 

The idea of fusing identities in fanfiction is commonly practiced as writers 

incorporate versions of themselves in their character. In a case study of two 

adolescents girls, Thomas (2007) looked at how identities were blurred. She 

observed how the girls’ fictional characters faced issues like those that they faced in 

their own lives. The girls stated that their fictional characters were versions of their 
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own identities. For example, one girl described her fictional character in the 

following way: “Like me, she’s got leadership qualities, but I tend to hide mine a 

little more. Like me, she’s deeply spiritual and idealistic, although we can cover up 

those traits when we don’t wish for them to be seen by others” (2007, p. 158). 

Thomas also claimed that fusing identities works in reverse as well. The identities of 

fictional characters can be a means for writers to absorb new and emerging 

identities for themselves. The fictional characters were trial runs of who the girls 

wanted to become, giving power to author future identities. This idea is reflected in 

another journal entry: “I infuse the characters into myself, more. You let the 

characters become a part of you, let yourself be able to think like they would…” 

(2007, p. 160). These entries provide lucid insights on how identities can develop in 

fictional and authentic situations. 

Akin to fanfiction are fandom sites where fans of Japanese anime (animated 

cartoons, films, and videos) and manga (comic books, graphic novels, and artwork) 

join online communities. In an ethnographic study using anime-based narrative, 

Black (2005) explored how English language learners (ELLs) used culture and 

language on an online forum. She found that some ELLs projected their identities as 

multicultural and multilingual participants as they helped others integrate Asian 

culture into their own texts. Too, she found that writers created hybridized 

identities where the characters were mixtures of idealized and personal character 

traits. As such, their characters were proxies that could express personal topics of 
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interest and concern. The significance of this study shows how fandom sites 

contribute to ELL’s entry into reading, writing, and networking in English. However, 

Black affirms that drawing on fandom to construct an identity as an English reader 

and writer may be significantly different from the one that ELLs display at school. 

Chandler-Olcott and Mahar (2003b) also explored the literacy practice of 

anime of two adolescent girls. The girls collaboratively created text and art for their 

stories and worked together to garner a broader audience for their products. By 

looking at gender in the analysis, the researchers explored aspects of identity 

construction as the girls used technology for literacy purposes. They found that 

online communities allowed the girls to create richer social lives than they had 

offline. The girls’ social life at school was limited and both had reported being teased 

by others. However, online they experienced acceptance, friendships, and status. 

One of the girls acquired an online boyfriend that positioned her as a heterosexual 

female to those who visited her webpage. This specific identity was important to her 

and one she sought after in her webpage. In this study, the girls’ multilayered 

identities and digital literacies intersected to build social status rather than the 

marginalization they faced at school. 

In a related study, cyberspace and identity intersected again when two girls 

avoided typical representations of gender in their online and offline lives. Guzzetti 

(2006) described how the girls constructed and consumed websites as they built 

their identities as do-it-yourselfers and punk rock fans. She found that the girls used 
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websites in ways that helped them to build and affirm various identities and to 

reflect on their performance of identity. Guzzetti determined that the girls 

developed voice in online communities as they sought to circumvent certain gender 

roles. 

In a multiple-case study endeavor researchers (Alvermann, Marshall, et al., 

2012) examined the Web-based literacies and identity construction of five 

adolescents. The researchers found that youth used a variety of digital tools and 

skills to construct identities online. One focus dealt specifically with social 

networking sites. They also found that three of the five participants maintained 

multiple sites for multiple identities. For example, one girl participated in seven 

social networking sites and constructed different identities for each one. One site 

was specifically for parents, teachers, and college preparation contacts. Another site 

was set up for future employment and possible employers. An additional site was 

for friends. She and the other two youths constructed identities based on what was 

appropriate for each site. Alvermann and colleagues found that online identities and 

offline social identities were not detached from each other, but worked communally. 

Thus, the students’ online identities contributed to their already-established offline 

identities. 

Yi (2009) reported how two Korean youth negotiated their transnational 

identities through online literacy practices. The findings illustrate that they 

employed multiple literacy practices and formed transnational identities by creating 
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a transcultural online community and by communicating using instant messaging. Yi 

also chronicled the offline daily lives of the youth to show the complexity and 

intersection of multiple literacies and multiple identities. Yi detailed one youth who 

struggled with how to write in formal Korean text. The young man shied away from 

fulfilling a church obligation that required him to write. He negotiated his identities 

and represented himself in varying and inconsistent ways. At school, he was cool 

Korean-speaking Mike, but at the Korean church he was embarrassed and less 

literate Mike. 

Similarly, Lam (2000) presented an ethnographic case study that examined 

how a Chinese immigrant youth discursively constructed his identity in English. The 

youth used the Internet to correspond with a group of transnational peers. Lam 

looked at how texts were made and used to reposition identity through media. She 

found that identity is a process of socialization into existing social and discourse 

communities. Lam also found that identity is a reflective and generative process that 

helps construct alternative social networks and positions in media. 

These studies demonstrate that youth who acquire expertise and power in 

the digital realm are those who show competency in other literacy practices by 

controlling language, images, and texts. These virtual spaces, as well as physical 

spaces, provide ample opportunities to build a variety of discourses resulting in a 

variety of identities. These studies exemplify that identity is fluid and changing. 
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Literacy practices are identity practices that youth use to express themselves and to 

build their identities. 

Adolescent Girls 

Finders (1997) examined teen zines which are teenage magazines marketed 

for adolescent consumption. Her seminal study examined the hidden literacy 

practices of five girls in junior high. Two groups of girls subverted the sanctioned 

literacy practices of their school by maintaining a hidden literacy underlife. The 

underlife existed concurrently with school literacies, which was based on student-

centered pedagogy. With one group, called the Tough Cookies, the idea of literacy 

was a solitary act that provided a measure of self-sufficiency. They resisted shared 

reading and writing practices in class. On the other hand, the Social Queens’ idea of 

literacy consisted of activities that demonstrated their resistance to school norms. 

The three most frequent literacy practices of the Social Queens were passing notes, 

writing graffiti, and reading teen zines. 

A different form of zines is magazine-type publications that are works of 

original texts and can be published online or offline. They provide a forum for girls 

to read and write about unsanctioned topics that are not generally supported by 

school and not addressed in commercial magazines. Several researchers examined 

zines and their contribution to girl culture (Duncombe, 1997; Knobel & Lankshear, 

2001; Sinor, 2002). Schilt (2003) described how zines created a safe space for girls 

to explore and talk about their lives without fear of censure. She found that when 



 43 

girls shared zines they came to realize that their personal problems were often 

social problems shared by other girls. She concluded that when girls have a safe 

supportive environment to express resistance to school and social norms, personal 

involvement in political and social issues are a natural outcome. Similarly, Guzzetti 

and Gamboa’s (2004) study examined how three girls created ways to talk against 

social norms by creating sites of resistance as they wrote about stereotypes of 

gender, race, and class. The researchers identified what facilitated and motivated 

the girls to write on their own. They found that the girls possessed strong academic 

literacies valued in school, however the girls rebuffed those practices in favor of 

literacies that aligned with their own beliefs and practices. These studies show how 

girls represent their lives and the issues that are important to them. They capture 

the complexity of girls’ literacy practices; they want to be heard and they want their 

lives to matter in society. 

The use of teen zines and zines have much in common. They serve as acts of 

resistance against institutional literacy and social norms. Girls use them to search 

for answers about their place in social communities and to seek advice. Both are 

often consumed or created away from the gaze of adults. The major contrast lies 

within the production and creation of the zines. Girls created and produced the 

zines from Schilt, (2003) Guzzetti and Gamboa’s (2004) studies. A desire to assert 

their voice on issues that mattered to them such as bulimia and rape drove the girls. 

In contrast, adults created the teen-zines in Finders’ (1997) study for mass-
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production and economic reasons. When Finders pushed the Social Queens to 

consider who really was behind the creation of the teen zines, the girls never 

acknowledged an adult presence in the texts or images. Their assumption was that 

the teens they saw in the photographs were responsible for the content of the 

magazine. The major difference between teen zines and zines materialized in the 

ability of the girls to critically analyze content. 

Popular culture employs a wide range of literacy practices that adolescent 

girls connect with and research has taken notice of these practices. Researchers 

examined ways and reasons that girls use hybridized language in chat rooms 

(Cammack, 2002; Merchant, 2001), blogging (Santoy, 2013), online journaling 

(Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005), instant messaging (Lewis & Fabos, 2005), fandom 

writing (Black, 2005; Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003a), types of femininities 

(Thomas, 2004), gender swapping (Kelly, Pomerantz, & Currie, 2006), social 

relationships (Merchant, 2001), positioning in virtual worlds (Guzzetti, 2008), web 

page building (Stern, 2004), and gaming (Steinkuehler, 2006). Consensus across 

these studies is that girls actively read and create with media, they use different 

modalities, and they respond positively in their day-to-day engagement. Evident in 

the research results is that girls are empowered to move away from passive 

consumerism to producers of relevant products. These studies collectively show 

that popular culture texts can become a rich fertile ground for girls to inform their 

academic practices. 
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Social Media 

Research on everyday literacy practices, such as gaming (Gee, 2007a), 

fandom (Black, 2005), and blogging (Santoy, 2013) provide an insightful look at how 

youth socialize and learn in digital spaces. Everyday learning happens when youth 

engage in activities that are not explicitly educational but are interest and socially 

driven (Ito et al., 2013). Research demonstrates that engaging in social and digital 

media activities supports literacy practices that are valued in school. For example, 

Chandler-Olcott & Mahar (2003b) found that membership in online communities 

allowed two adolescent girls to receive direct instruction on technology-mediated 

practices. Both girls received mentoring from more experienced members of their 

online communities. Over time, they learned to help others in their communities and 

positioned themselves as both mentors and the mentored. In a study that examined 

the functions of instant messaging, Lewis and Fabos (2005) found that young boys 

and girls, ages 14-17, manipulated tone, voice, word choice, and subject matter to 

communicate effectively with online messages. The youth used language in complex 

ways with intent and a sense of purpose. Bruce (2009) explored the composition 

strategies of four low-achieving male students as they constructed videos. Even 

though these students had low print skills, he found that they practiced complex 

composition as they worked on their video tasks. Collectively, these studies show 

that social and digital spaces are learning sites where digital tools are used to 

pursue interests that contribute to academic skills. 
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A major component of youths’ social and digital worlds is social networking 

sites (SNSs) such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Social networking sites are a 

dominant presence in the daily lives of adolescents. Many youth use SNSs to 

maintain and extend friendships that are connected to familiar contexts such as 

school, family, and social groups (Ito et al., 2013). Generally, users build profile 

pages that disclose personal information such as photos and interests. The profile 

page includes a list of friends or followers that allows those in the same network to 

see, make comments, and share content with each other (boyd & Ellison, 2007). In a 

recent study by Pew Internet and American Life Project (Madden et al., 2013) on 

SNSs, researchers found that 91% of online teens posted pictures, 84% shared 

favorite music, movies, or books, 24% uploaded video of themselves, and 62% 

posted relationship status. Facebook is the most popular SNS with youth. It hosted 

1.18 billion daily users for September, 2016 (Facebook). However, youth use 

various applications for networking often maintaining multiple accounts for 

different purposes. 

Research on SNSs continues to emerge. Many of the studies that addressed 

SNSs stemmed from various disciplines such as psychology (Fox & Moreland, 2015), 

computer science (Lange, 2007), and mobile media (Quinn & Oldmeadow, 2013). 

The research connected to education continues to grow. Most studies (Eikenberry, 

2012; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Ophus & Abbitt, 2009) however, examined 

issues related to college students in the context of formal education. Few 
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educational studies looked at the everyday literacy practices of adolescents using 

SNSs. Fewer yet, addressed adolescent girls’ engagement with SNSs. 

Researchers found that adolescents used SNSs for purposes connected to 

informal learning. Greenhow and Robelia (2009) examined the role of SNSs in the 

lives of high school teenagers from low-income families. The adolescents believed 

that the role of SNSs was essential to their day-to-day lives. They engaged in four 

main practices several times per week and sometimes daily. They updated their 

profile, monitored updates to their friends’ sites, interacted with system changes, 

and contacted others. The youth expressed their experiences with SNSs in different 

ways. Some youth emphasized the academic importance as they shared and 

requested help from peers. Others stressed the entertainment value as they 

socialized with friends. While others, focused on creating and sharing content. 

In one case, an adolescent girl shared how online relationships are developed 

differently from offline relationships. She stated, “I know girls that like don’t really 

speak to people in school but then, you’ll see them on MySpace and they have all 

these different friends, and it’s fun to see, because people just get to step outside 

themselves” (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009, p. 1142). Another youth in this study 

experimented with artistic layouts to build social currency and to showcase creative 

skills: 

To attract attention…you gotta be creative on how to like make your layouts 

or what you’re going to post up for people on your page…the more creative 
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you are the more you can update your page and attract more people to be 

your friends and attract more of your friends to continue coming on your 

page. (Greenhow & Robelia, 2009, p. 1150) 

In these ways, adolescents demonstrated the importance of social functions 

and creative skills. The findings of Greenhow and Robelia’s study revealed that SNSs 

served several important roles for youth. First, they facilitate emotional support, 

maintained relationships, and provided a platform for self-presentation. Second, the 

youth used networking to realize social learning functions. Third, they engaged in a 

range of communicative and original projects. 

Hargittai and Walejko (2008) similarly found that creating and sharing 

content on SNSs is related to gender and socioeconomic backgrounds. Their study 

showed that students were significantly more likely to create content if they were 

male or if they had a parent with a graduate degree. The researchers (2008) 

observed, “digital media are leveling the playing field when it comes to exposure to 

content, engaging in creative pursuits remains unequally distributed by social 

background (and) women are significantly less likely to share their creations on the 

web” (p. 252). The researchers concluded the difference between genders was due 

to account user experience. Girls shared just as much creative content as males 

when they had technological expertise. However, without exposure to and skills in 

technology, females fell behind males in sharing original work. These studies 
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demonstrated that expertise in SNSs helped teens to form social relationships and 

equally distribute their creative content. 

Mao (2014) examined high schools students’ relationship with social media 

by inquiring about their attitudes and beliefs related to personal and educational 

uses. He found that youth depended on SNSs primarily for leisure and social 

relationships. They also used SNSs for learning purposes such as requesting help on 

homework from peers, but the instances were incidental. Mao found that 42% of the 

students had positive attitudes about using social media in the classrooms; whereas, 

20-28% believed that social media was distracting, consuming, and good for 

socializing but not for learning. Even though some youth showed a positive attitude 

about using social media in school, they expressed that they did not know how it 

could be implemented. The tools popular among students were not the same tools 

used in the classroom, with one exception, Facebook. Students claimed that 

Facebook was a poor example of how to incorporate media into the classroom. For 

Mao (2014), one student’s perspective served as a summary of how students saw 

media in the classroom: 

You could really improve this, but the way we’re using it now, is only to 

submit assignments, and I feel that’s wrong. I feel it’s wrong because there 

are so many more uses for it, if we’re only using it for this little close-minded 

idea of submitting assignments. (p. 220) 
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Researchers (Ito et al., 2013) found in a three-year ethnographic study, that 

youth were motivated to use SNSs in two different contexts: friendship-driven and 

interest-driven. In a friendship-driven context, youth used SNSs to broaden their 

circle of friends drawing from school, religious, sports, and other familiar groups. 

Most the time, youth connected with others that they knew in their offline worlds. In 

an interest driven context, youth generally socialized with peers not connected to 

their offline world. These sites shared in specialized interests such as online gaming. 

In both contexts, researchers found that youth gained various skills in literacy by 

“messing around” (p. 37) with new forms of media and putting into practice self-

directed learning. They also found that youth respected each other’s authority 

online and were encouraged to learn from each other rather than from adults. 

Learning was exploratory and self-directed in contrast to the classroom setting that 

was guided by predefined expectations. 

Almjeld (2008), in her dissertation, addressed how tech-savvy teenage girls 

used SNSs for various activities. The research focused on technology, gender 

performance, and identity building in cyberspace. The findings showed how girls 

defined themselves and performed femininity in SNS spaces. One of the foci of the 

study explored the parallel between MySpace and note passing. Almjeld found that 

as girls logged into SNSs during library or instructional time, the experience was like 

note passing in that it promoted unsanctioned literacy practices rather than the 

sanctioned practices of school. 
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Boyd (2006) examined the features of friendships and how the friendships 

affected the culture of SNSs. She looked at how individuals located themselves 

culturally and made self-presentations based on their online friends. She found 13 

reasons why people “friend” (p. 6) others. Three reasons related to friends, family, 

and acquaintances while the others related to people in which they did not have 

close relationship. She also found that “friending” (p. 9) was a social act that allowed 

participants to engage in identity performance. For example, teenagers often chose 

to represent themselves based on how they wanted their friends to see them. Too, 

friendship lists served as a signal to visitors about their social connections. 

Several researchers suggested that visual design was an important and 

complex element in maintaining SNSs. Perkel (2008) found that youth copied and 

pasted code from other media to create individual profiles. He called this practice 

“copy and paste” (p. 1) literacy. He found that youth modified borrowed items from 

other spaces to recreate their own style. Some of the youth in his study were drawn 

to SNSs because it provided an opportunity to represent a visual identity. One 

adolescent girl viewed her profile as a place to showcase her artistic abilities by 

designing her home page in pink and brown which reflected her bedroom. Though 

some youth deliberately planned and customized their profile, other youth copied 

and pasted whatever crossed their path. Perkel found that original profiles attracted 

more friends and resulted in more comments then those who used the default 

design of the site. 
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Greenhow and Robelia’s (2009) study looked at how teens represented their 

mood by using color, music, and layout. The photographs that the youth used 

represented who they were and whom they associated with. Whether selecting 

color or remixing music to design a profile, Greenhow and Robelia showed that 

youth used self-directed exploration to try out and create new expertise. This form 

of creative construction was a way for youth to express their personal tastes that 

reflected on identity. The researchers in both studies suggested that youth were 

comfortable with and knew how to use multimodal tools to represent their 

identities. 

Dowdall (2006) compared the text production of a 12-year-old girl as she 

used two different types of media contexts. One task was homework related and 

was generated with a computer program. The other task was socially related and 

was generated using a SNS. The girl met the writing expectations of both school and 

friends as she switched between school-based construction and informal writing. By 

placing the contents side by side, Dowdall identified key features from both contexts 

that resembled each other even though the products looked different. She found the 

act of composing in each context had resemblance rather than dissonance. She 

concluded that the idea of dissonance rested with the reader when linguistic, social, 

and cultural expectations were not met and not on the author of the text. 

In another study that focused on girls, Binns (2014) looked at how girls 

responded to different types of online sites that were typically frequented by 
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females. She found that the different environments influenced the girls’ behaviors, 

confidence levels, and personas. Girls were more confident on Twitter than on 

Facebook, although, Facebook represented their personas as “the real me” (Binns, 

2014, p. 71). Girls were concerned about fake behavior from others while at the 

same time they concealed their own true feelings. Binns concluded that the 

architectural elements of SNSs influenced behavior, which in turn created varying 

environments. 

Researchers of these studies focused on learning that grew out of informal 

literacy practices. They suggest that SNSs serve an important educative purpose and 

that there is a high level of commitment and engagement as youth use SNSs to read, 

write, create, communicate, and socialize. This naturalized context and self-directed 

learning creates bridges in their day-to-day experiences in and out-of-school. Given 

their wide range of influence, researchers of these studies suggest that SNSs are 

potentially beneficial resources for exploring a multitude of issues such as identity, 

relationships, and creative production. Whether it is comments on Facebook or 

designing a profile page, youth contribute to their own learning. 

Mobile Phones 

The mobile phone has become a prevalent feature in present-day society. It is 

considered a communication device, a statement about aesthetics, and a symbol of 

popular culture. Adolescent identity is influenced by mobile phones (Stald, 2008) 

and interaction with social media (Reid & Boyer, 2013). In recent years, phone-
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mediated communication has become a site of identity play and experimentation 

(Williams, 2008). Advances in the smartphone, with immediate connectivity 

anytime and anywhere, allow users to maintain multiple connections and identities 

at any one time (Sheller, 2004). As a result of new technology in communication, 

social media has become densely layered with relational networks that create a 

sense of belonging (Merchant, 2012b). The nature of identity is tied to the paradigm 

shift of how youth communicate in a technological world. It has influenced concepts 

of identity where it is less about psychological properties (Erikson, 1968) and more 

about kinds of identities (Gee, 2000b). 

 A review of the literature shows a small body of research focused on the 

relationship between adolescents and phones. The focal point of most studies 

examined the meaning of communication between the parent and adolescent. In the 

context of the family structure, Williams and Williams (2005) explored the 

significance of mobile phones in the way teenagers negotiate spatial boundaries 

with their parents. They found that parents see the phone as extending parental 

authority and control, whereas, the adolescent saw themselves as gaining 

empowerment through the mobile phone since parents were more lenient with 

curfews. Thus, the mobile phone became an object for negotiations in boundary 

setting. In a study examining teenage girls and their discourses on independence, 

safety and rebellion, Campbell (2006) found that the phone represented several 

points of reminders for the girls: public safety, parental concerns, responsibilities, 
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and the need to take care of one’s image. A different study by Weisskirch (2009) 

explored parenting by cell phone. He looked at how parents monitored and 

requested information regarding whereabouts, companions, and current activities 

from their adolescent children. The findings showed that parental awareness about 

adolescents’ truthfulness about their social lives may be maximized when 

adolescents make check-up calls to parents, but may be minimized when the parents 

make the calls. Based on these studies mobile phones represent an alternative mode 

of communication that extends preexisting types of communication between parent 

and child. Youth use phones to connect and reassure parents. In one way, they can 

also expose youth to increased parental intrusion and monitoring. On the other 

hand, phones give youth a greater amount of freedom that may be used to elude 

parental surveillance. Addressing this contradiction, Pain et al. (2005) stated: 

Mobiles may reduce the fears of parents and young people by allowing 

contact which is not spatially or temporally bounded: they may free parents 

from having to set deadlines for young people to return home, or young 

people from having to be accompanied on certain journeys. Mobile phones 

may expand young people’s geographies, allowing them a wider spatial range 

unsupervised, and thus empower young people in reclaiming public spaces, 

or contract them as a further means for parents to monitor and control 

young people’s movements. They also open up new possibilities for 

subverting this surveillance, as young people can decide how much 
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information to give their parents and may not always be where they say they 

are. (p. 815) 

Selfies 

Popular culture. The production and process of sharing self-portraits is not 

new but the phenomenon of selfies has a relatively short but thriving history. Selfies 

as a self-portrait has been practiced since the invention of the camera. Whereas, 

selfies connected to social media and digital technology, has been practiced for over 

a decade. A review of the literature, however, shows that there is a lack of academic 

research regarding selfies, adolescent girls, and identity. Consequently, it was 

necessary to draw from popular culture to build a framework about selfies. The use 

of popular media sources helped describe, illustrate, and establish the essence of the 

selfie phenomenon. 

Wallop (2014) reported the events of the 86th Academy Awards of March 3, 

2014. He described how the Dolby Theatre was filled with an audience and award-

winning actors when Ellen DeGeneres, the Academy’s host, gathered a group and 

took a selfie on live television. The group squeezed into frame as Bradley Cooper 

used a phone to capture 12 of the most famous actors of our time, such as Jennifer 

Lawrence, Meryl Streep, Julia Roberts, Angelina Jolie, and Brad Pitt. During the live 

telecast, the picture was posted to @TheEllenShow Twitter account, giving the 

home viewing audience instant access on their digital devices. Within a couple of 

hours, the selfie set a record when it was retweeted over 2.5 million times. Though 
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the host and sponsors premeditated the photograph, this poorly framed and less 

than perfect selfie became a sign of our time. 

The Oxford Dictionaries proclaimed selfie the 2013 word of the year (2013). 

It defined selfie as “A photograph that one has taken of oneself, typically one taken 

with a smartphone or webcam and uploaded to a social media website” (Definition 

of selfie in English: Selfie, 2013, p. 1). Oxford lexicographers choose words based on 

the interest the words create and how they symbolize the ethos and culture of the 

year. These words have “attracted a great deal of interest during the year to date… 

one is chosen that is judged to reflect the ethos, mood, or preoccupations of that 

particular year and to have lasting potential as a word of cultural significance” 

("Infographic: A closer look at 'selfie'," 2013, p. 2). Taking a self-portrait with a 

camera has been practiced for a long time; however, the trend of posting it to social 

media has given it unprecedented traction and popularity. The word selfie is 

accurate at capturing the cultural tendencies that characterize the spirit of the 

times, the zeitgeist. 

The conversation about selfies is widely covered in popular culture. 

Currently, it permeates offline and online news on television and the Internet. They 

are used in commercial advertising such as the Dove commercial (Dove, 2014). They 

are used in professional advertising such as Kim Kardashian’s (West, 2015) book on 

her selfies. They are used personally on public spaces such as Facebook and on 

private spaces such as instant messaging. What used to be personal photographs 
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collected in albums and shoeboxes is now made available for a network of friends 

and family through social media. Losse (2013) claimed that selfies were primarily a 

private genre before the advent of social media. Today’s technological advances 

with smartphones and the ever-present use of social media have created perfect 

conditions for promoting the ubiquitous selfie. 

According to Wallop (2013), digital landscapes provide quick scans of new 

words. He stated that in 2012 the word selfie was recorded 97 times per billion 

words and in 2013 it increased to 5,416 times per billion. Oxford Dictionaries 

confirmed that the usage of the word increased by over 17,000% from October 2012 

to October 2013 ("Infographic: A closer look at 'selfie'," 2013). The actuality that the 

digital landscape can reveal data at an instant and that a word like selfie can 

demonstrate a significant cultural trend does indeed characterize today’s digital era. 

There are other interesting characteristics about selfies. First, the term selfie 

has been used for over a decade as slang. To date, one of its first recorded uses is 

linked to an Australian online Science forum. Nathan Hope, aka Hopey, is credited 

with posting one of the first references to a selfie as he asked for advice on his 

stitches (Coady, 2013): 

From: Hopey ®      13/09/2002 15:19:29   

Subject: re: Dissolvable stitches                 post id: 169902   

Um, drunk at a mates 21st, I tripped ofer [sic] and landed lip first (with front 

teeth coming a very close second) on a set of steps. I had a hole about 1cm 
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long right through my bottom lip. And sorry about the focus, it was a selfie. 

(Hopey, 2002, September 13) 

Another interesting feature is the way selfies are taken. Most selfies are taken 

with a smartphone that is held at arm’s length. Advances in technology now make 

smartphones with front-facing lenses making them selfie friendly. This allows selfie 

takers to look into the screen, giving them control of framing, focusing, and posing. 

The digital images consist of what can be captured within two to three feet, the 

length of one’s arm. Posing in front of a mirror is another way selfies are taken 

which allows for full body framing. Early adopters used this method and often 

posted their selfies to MySpace when the site was at its peak. Bathroom mirror 

selfies, as they were called, gave way to the aesthetic and social status selfies of the 

Facebook era. 

Another characteristic involves motivation. For example, selfie takers post 

for friends or followers so they can see, like, and make comments on the selfies. The 

like phenomenon is another trending concept extrinsically linked to selfies and 

other social media. The more likes you get the more power and status you have. 

Clicking on the like button lets others know that this selfie should be checked out 

influencing its popularity. Koughan and Rushkoff produced a documentary featured 

on PBS Frontline called Generation Like (2014). Speaking about adolescents, he 

stated that the number of likes they receive becomes a part of their identity. Having 

many friends or followers is self-empowering and gives them a voice. 
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Selfies achieved full recognition in 2013 due in part to several trending 

possibilities. Adolescents are often originators of fast growing fads and early 

adopters of technological advances. Selfies evolved into a mainstream trend quickly 

when adolescents made it commonplace. Likewise, Smith (2013) with the Pew 

Internet and American Life Project reported that cell phone ownership among 

adolescents had grown exponentially. As of September 2012, 78% of adolescents 

owned a cell phone and half of them (47%) were smartphones. In other words, 37% 

of teens owned smartphones, an increase from 2011 that showed ownership was at 

23%. Youths’ access to smartphones and their prolific selfie practice fueled the selfie 

trend. 

The trending popularity that we see today is also linked to well-known 

celebrities as they regularly publish their selfies. Celebrities post selfies and 

maintain visual diaries for their fans to follow (Losse, 2013). President Obama took 

selfies with world leaders and other famous people (BBC Navigation, 2014). These 

selfies made front-page news and were quickly disseminated through the Internet 

and television. Pope Francis took selfies with his followers adding to his popularity 

(Mosbergen, 2014). The selfies of these public figures have become a main 

attraction that encourages imitation. 

Another possibility for this trend came early on when social media sites 

required or allowed users to upload profile pictures (Losse, 2013). As these sites 

gained popularity so did the practice of taking a self-digital photograph. The need 
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for a digital photograph often necessitated taking a selfie to connect the profile to a 

face and to the content. MySpace was an early adopter of selfies before other social 

media sites such as Instagram, Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and Snapchat became 

preferred network and application cites. These three prospects, as well as others, 

have propelled the use of selfies and helped to establish it as a trend that has 

permeated our way of living. 

Generally, selfies are casual reflections of the photographer. Sometimes they 

include as many people as can be framed. These are known as group selfies or usie 

(Us-E). Other times, a selfie may include unsuspecting people in the background 

such as a celebrity or a homeless person, to make a statement. Fads with selfies are 

also growing in number, such as wrapping your face in tape to show a grotesque and 

pained expression called cello tape selfie, or no makeup selfies and ugly selfies, 

which are used to challenge beauty standards. Apps are also created that cater 

specifically to selfies. The SkinneePix app (Cresci, 2014) claims to make your selfie 

look 15 pounds lighter and The French Girl app (Casti, 2014) allows users to 

recreate selfies into rudimentary drawings. 

The history of selfies as a self-portrait has a long history, particularly in the 

early days of experimental photography. In 1839, Robert Cornelius, a photography 

enthusiast took one of the first self-portraits using a process called daguerreotype. 

He documented the event by writing on the back of the photo: “The first light picture 

ever taken 1839” (Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, n.d.). 
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In May 1888, Kodak introduced its first easy to use camera with its 

advertising slogan “You press the button, we do the rest” (History of Kodak, n.d., p. 

1). Everyone, not just professionals, could now take photographs. Self-portraits 

became more common in 1900 when Kodak introduced its Brownie Box camera 

(The Brownie Camera @ 100: A celebration, n.d.; Lutz, n.d.). The cost of the Brownie 

Box was $1.00 and that first year, 150,000 cameras were shipped (History of Kodak, 

n.d.). Through these cameras, photography became available to the masses. This 

new industry changed the way society communicated affecting photojournalism, 

motion picture industry, the Internet, and the smartphone. Much of the way selfies 

are taken today can be traced to early photography of the Brownie Box camera. 

One of the first records of an adolescent girl taking a self-portrait is 

attributed to Grand Duchess Anastasia Nikolaevna. She was the youngest daughter 

of Nicholas II, Russia’s last czar. In 1914, when she was 13, she used a mirror to take 

a photograph of herself. She sent the photo with a letter to her father and wrote, “I 

took this picture of myself looking at the mirror. It was very hard as my hands were 

trembling” (Diaries and letters: Letters of Grand Duches Anastasia, n.d.). 

Academic literature. The word selfie was a buzzword that reverberated 

throughout popular media and was reported widely in popular and national news. 

All the while, the academic community observed. There was, however, a plethora of 

recent research history related to taking a picture of ‘self’ such as studies on self-

portraiture (Rojas, 2012), self-portrait (Bruno & Bertamini, 2013), self-presentation 
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(Hill, 2014; Seidman, 2013), and virtual self-representations (Yoon & Vargas, 2014). 

While these studies were at the cusp of the selfie studies they never mentioned the 

word selfie. However, they did pave the way for a generation of new studies 

specifically addressing the selfie. 

Around 2014, interest in selfies started to surface in academic journals and 

books and scholars began publishing on varying elements of the selfie. For example, 

one quantitative study tested known principles of photographic composition of the 

selfie (Bruno, Gabriele, Tasso, & Bertamini, 2014). Other studies and articles looked 

at photo sharing and posting selfies on social media (Eftekhar, Fullwood, & Morris, 

2014; Gabriel, 2014). A book section focused primarily on the advent of the mobile 

phone and its photo-taking capabilities including the selfie (Schleser, 2014). 

Today, millions of selfies are posted online on various social media sites. 

Photo-sharing sites such as Instagram enable users to post digital photographs 

instantly. With over 600 million monthly users, Instagram host over 30 billion 

photographs and about 70 million photographs are posted each day (Instagram, 

2017). Since 2015 over 300 million selfies have been posted to Instagram with the 

#selfie (Smith, 2017). According to recent research by Katz and Crocker (2015), 

98% of 117 US participants ages 18-24 took selfies. Nearly half of them (46%) 

shared selfies that day. Of those, 31% shared 1-2 selfies while 69% shared selfies 3-

20 times that day. 
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When I first embarked on this study, the extant literature on selfies was 

scant. Now, the literature on selfies abounds in a variety of disciplines. For example, 

research has been done in communication (Bellinger, 2015), social media (Warfield, 

2016), technology (Grotepass, 2014), art (Bruno et al., 2014), marketing (Presi, 

Maehle, & Kleppe, 2016), law (Burgunder, 2016), behavior science (McCain et al., 

2016), medicine (Zampetti & Linder, 2016), psychology (Re, Wang, He, & Rule, 

2016), and a multitude of other disciplines. Given that the selfie is a new 

phenomenon, academic research is still new and research remains fragmented. 

Selfie projects. Two noteworthy selfie projects gave the research community 

the momentum in researching the selfie. One of the forward-thinking projects was 

Selfiecity. It was originated by a group of scholars and was led by Manovich (2014). 

In 2013, December 4-12, the group collected 650,000 selfies from Instagram. They 

developed a selfie-mapping project to examine how selfies compare across five 

global cities, New York, Moscow, Berlin, Bangkok, and Sao Paulo. They narrowed 

their data set to 640 selfies for each city and analyzed the data for media 

visualizations. The project’s visualizations depict city, gender, age, and a host of 

facial poses and expressions. 

The team maintains an online interactive selfie exploratory viewer, where 

visitors can manipulate and sort selfies by city, gender, age, poses, smile, head tilt, 

gaze direction, and other parameters. For example, selfies with heads tilted one way 

or smiles with different degrees of openness can be grouped together. Thus, by 
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specific selection, the software shows the viewer all the selfies that are inclusive of 

girls with downward gazes and closed smiles or older males with glasses and wide 

smiles. 

The site also includes a research component that presents findings from the 

project. For example, some of the major findings showed that people take less selfies 

than often assumed, more women take selfies then men, the median age of the selfie 

takers is 25.3, selfie takers in Bangkok smile the most while those in Moscow smile 

the least, and women strike more extreme poses, especially in Sao Paulo. The 

analysis showed variances in terms of geographic locations, gender, and age. Finally, 

the site stores theoretical essays that discuss the history of photography, social 

media, and datasets. Manovich and his team not only promoted a brand of database 

aesthetics, they also argued that through efforts such as this, science was beginning 

to shift analytical research toward culture, calling this new approach “social 

physics” (Manovich, 2015, para. 6). It is the merging of science and sociocultural 

studies. Manovich (2015) claimed: 

Today, the social has become the new object of science, with hundreds of 

thousands of computer scientists, researchers and companies mining and 

mapping the data about our behaviors. In this way, the humans have become 

the new “nature” for the sciences. (para. 6) 

About the same time, another project was originated by a group of scholars 

called the Selfie Research Network (2014), founded by Teresa Senft. A Facebook 
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community was formed to share bibliographies and to disseminate new research on 

selfies. As of 2014, the group had over 2,000 members from over 40 countries. Selfie 

Research Network organized academic presentations at international conferences 

such as the Association of Internet Research in Daegu, Korea, South by Southwest in 

Texas, Picturing the Social conference and the Selfie Citizen workshop in the United 

Kingdom. Through this group, a call for research was made for a special issue in the 

International Journal of Communication that was published in 2015. Too, members 

of the group developed The Selfie Course (Senft et al., 2014), a seven-week syllabus 

for teachers and students wanting to critically study the use of selfies. The course 

includes a syllabus with classroom exercises, a course blog for discussions, and a 

social media group for sharing photos and discussions. 

The two projects, mentioned above, seemingly similar in appearances and 

topic matter, were diametrically opposed in research approach. Losh (2014), a 

member of Selfie Research Network, responded to these differences in her articles, 

Beyond Biometrics: Feminist Media Theory Looks at Selfiecity and Feminism Reads Big 

Data: “Social Physics,” Atomism, and Selfiecity. Losh contended that big raw data, 

such as what Selfiecity (Manovich et al., 2014) produced, defined the selfie genre too 

narrowly to be useful for research in the social and cultural disciplines. She claimed 

that Selfiecity data had a potential to abstract individuals and strip out the rich 

information about social history and personal context, thus, losing the ability to do 

individualize research. Opposed to generating big raw data, Losh argued for 
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research that focuses on the social and cultural perspectives of selfie research. 

Losh’s concerns about big data collections also extended into the activist and 

pedagogical platforms. 

Pedagogy. Another push for the academic community came from 

Pedagogical interests in using the selfie as a teaching tool or object of study. I found 

several instances where professors at universities taught classes on selfies or used 

selfies in their curricula to enhance learning. For example, Associate Professor 

Marino from the University of Southern California, Dornsife College of Letters, Arts 

and Sciences (Abrams, Alcantar, & Good, 2015) taught a course on writing and 

critical reasoning. One of the sections in his course was called #SelfieClass. First 

year students critically examined how selfies reflected and affected society and 

culture as they learned how to produce college level writing assignments. 

Professor Posner (2017) from University of California, Los Angeles, taught a 

class called Selfies, Snapchat and Cyberbullies: Coming of Age Online. She 

highlighted concepts of adolescence, technology, culture, identity, and selfies in her 

course readings and assignments. The goal of the class was to develop a vocabulary 

for talking about technological and cultural change that accommodated diversity 

and human experiences. 

Professors Flynn and Popp (2016) from Oklahoma State University Stillwater 

and University of Arkansas Fayetteville used selfies in their college geography 

courses to improve spatial awareness using GPS, geo-caching, and selfies. The 
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students were required to take a selfie at each site to prove they had personally 

found the location. The professors posited that offering students an opportunity to 

participant in this type of activity could result in good outcomes in basic geographic 

knowledge and abilities. 

Five professors at Hope college, Johnson, Maiullo, Trembley, Werner, and 

Woolsey (2014) also explored using selfies as a pedagogical tool in the classroom. 

They posited that the students were building community, developing technological 

skills, and expressing themselves in new languages through the production and 

distribution of the selfie. Their selfie pedagogical technique fell into three teaching 

categories: icebreaker, translation, and experiential-learning. 

Professor Trope, clinical professor at the University of Southern California 

Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism used selfies in class to 

investigate gender norms, race, and ethnicity (Abrams et al., 2015). For professor 

Trope, selfies were not just about self-portraiture, they were also autobiographies 

and auto-ethnographies. And, Professor Zepel (2017) from Cal Poly in San Luis 

Obispo developed a course called Studying Selfies. It focused on topics in values, 

media, and culture. Specifically, it explored questions of identity, representation, 

technology and power to develop skills in critical reading. The efforts of these 

professors and others demonstrate that selfies can be academic, facilitate learning, 

have the potential for social interaction, and highlight important social issues. 
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Academic journals. In the same way that projects and pedagogy motivated 

the academic community so did the actions of academic journals. A call for research 

resulted in action. The concentrated effort to localize and make visible selfie 

scholarship attested to the growing interest and value of selfie research. For 

example, the following academic journals devoted entire segments to selfie 

scholarship. European Journal of Marketing published eight works in one journal 

about selfies and marketing. Some of the studies explored how selfies destabilize 

brands when they are shared on social media (Rokka & Canniford, 2016), how 

beauty blogging selfies convey consumer authenticity (Kedzior & Allen, 2016), and 

how selfies contribute to consumer brand relationships and marketplace 

conversations (Presi et al., 2016). 

Social Media and Society published seven works in one issue. The 

researchers in this journal provided a critical platform for re-thinking the selfie for 

navigating positions of subjectivities, identities, branding, intimacy, and visibility 

while also engaging in activism. Attention was given to diverse perspectives on the 

social media body. Research in this journal included, positioning selfies to chronicle 

images of people experiencing illness and malady (Tembeck, 2016), selfies as visual 

intimacy on social media (Miguel, 2016), and exploring how individuals can use 

selfies as a commercial and financial enterprise (Abidlin, 2016). Abidlin called such 

people Influencers who countered the idea that selfies are marginal, 

inconsequential, and unproductive. 
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International Journal of Communication published a special section with over 

30 scholars and 19 articles and research studies. The focus of these studies centered 

on social and cultural practices. The scholars approached the academic work from a 

wide range of theoretical and methodological methods. I found the works to be 

interdisciplinary, international, and multi-layered. They deliberately strayed from 

discourse that claimed selfies as psychologically or physically harmful, such as 

issues of narcissism, vanity, or body dysmorphia. For example, studies examined 

photography theory and the aesthetics of selfies (Frosh, 2015), types of selfie that 

places the self in an event or location such as a disaster and connects selfies to 

journalism (Koliska & Roberts, 2015), digital practices and sexting (Albury, 2015), 

race and gender intersections with selfies, (Williams & Marquez, 2015), selfie media 

scandals (Miltner & Baym, 2015), and femininity in pregnancy and selfies 

(Tiidenberg, 2015). The journals mentioned above, along with other publications, 

were influential in distributing scholarly work that set the foundation for the extant 

literature. 

Research studies. Selfies quickly became a genre and focus of research due 

in part to the projects, journals, researchers, professors, and other endeavors that 

invested in scholarly work. The academic community caught up with popular news 

reporting, not in substance or approach, but in recognizing the value of exploring 

this new cultural phenomenon. However, as mentioned above, research is 

fragmented. There are many areas of research that are yet to be examined. Of 
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interest to this current study are young adolescent girls’ identity construction and 

their use of selfies. As of date, the research is scant. There are selfie studies that 

focus on females but most explore older adolescents in college or adult women, few 

studies focus on younger teenagers. There are selfie studies that focus on 

adolescents of both gender from preteen to college age, however, few studies focus 

solely on female adolescents. There are also selfie studies that examine identity 

construction but few examine the identity construction of young adolescent girls. 

Chua and Chang’s (2016) study investigated the relationship between self-

presentation and peer comparison behaviors on social media among teenage girls 

between the ages of 12-16. They found that girls negotiate their self-presentation 

based on the standard of beauty projected by peers their age. Chua and Chang 

posited that girls use the tools of likes and followers as indicators of their beauty 

and self-worth. All the girls associated likes with peer approval of their physical 

appearance. For example, NL stated, “…sometimes I will feel sad when people don’t 

like my photos. Cause I think they’re trying to say something, like maybe they’re 

trying to say I’m ugly” (p. 194) and FT stated, “…it makes me realize oh I’m not ugly, 

people like my Instagram photos” (p. 194). Chua and Chang used statements such as 

these to substantiate the powerful effect of accumulating likes and followers. 

In a recent study about photoshopping the selfie and adolescent girls, 

Researchers (McLean, Paxton, Wertheim, & Masters, 2015) examined the 

relationship between social media activities, specifically the selfie, body 
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dissatisfaction, and eating disorders. The researchers worked with 101 seventh 

grade girls by administering a questionnaire about social media, body, and eating 

concerns. They found that girls who regularly shared selfies reported significantly 

higher overvaluation of shape and weight, body dissatisfaction, and food restraint. 

Additionally, they found that girls who shared photos had higher engagement in 

photo manipulation of and investment in the photos. 

A study by Durrant, Frohliich, Sellen, and Uzzell (2011) looked at online and 

offline photographic practices of four 18 year old girls. The researchers collected 

various types of photographs including selfies. They found that the girl presented 

themselves differently to their family offline than they did to their friends online. 

The girls demonstrated the process of identity formation to different audiences. 

They controlled who, what, when, and how others saw them. The researchers called 

it the secret part of teen life and photographic culture. The study was part of 

ongoing research on film photography, specifically family photo displays. 

From a media and communication perspective, Wang’s (2012) dissertation 

examined girls’ self-representation through digital media production. She examined 

the role that self-portraiture played in girls’ social relations, identity, and gender. 

There were 42 participants ages 13-20. The mixed method research analyzed 2000 

self-portraits to understand how the girls represented themselves. The findings 

showed that most girls represented themselves in a gender stereotypical manner 

though some girls used non-gender specific styles to represent themselves. The 
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findings also showed that self-portraiture is the process of formulating self-images 

and identity. Formulating self-images and identity created a place for negotiating 

and experimenting with one’s social position in the world. 

Pounders, Kowalczyk, and Stowers, (2016) explored the motivation behind 

posting selfies among females ages 19-30. The findings revealed that impression 

management was a primary motivation for selfie-posting. The participants were 

motivated to post selfies to convey a positive self-image. The findings also showed 

that desired images included looking happy, having fun, and projecting a positive 

physical appearance. The data also revealed that selfies were posted when genuine 

happiness was felt but the act of posting non-genuine selfies to show happiness also 

emerged. This suggests that the females wanted to be portrayed as a happy person 

even when that was not always the case. A common example of posting a non-

genuine selfie was after a relational breakup. Findings also showed that self-esteem 

was a critical factor in posting behavior. Self-esteem was enhanced through the 

number of likes a selfie received. 

From the side of dealing with the psychological effects of computers on 

human development, Chae (2017) conducted an investigating on selfie-editing for 

online self-presentation. His participants were female smartphone users ages 20-39, 

from South Korea. The study was based on social comparison theory. Chae 

hypothesized that selfie-editing would be influenced by social comparison of 

appearance with friends and social media celebrities. It was found that individuals 
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engage in social comparison and selfie-editing not because of their dissatisfaction 

with appearance, but because of the desire for more ideal online self-presentation. 

 Some research studies focused on selfies and mixed gender. This particular 

study examined how children, ages 11-16, developed and presented their online 

identities through their use of photos and their interaction with peers (Mascheroni 

et al., 2015). The researchers focused on the children’s engagement in constructing 

their online identity. They also examined how self-presentation was appropriated, 

legitimated, or resisted in their discourses. The researchers found that there are 

gender differences and double standards in peer discourses. Girls were positioned 

as being more subjected to peer mediation. Boys blamed girls for posing sexy and 

sanctioned this behavior as the girls wanting popularity or that they are “a certain 

type of girl” (p. 10). Girls who posed provocatively identified with the pressures of 

producing and posting the perfect selfie. They also conformed to stereotypes to be 

socially accepted by peers. 

Warner (2016) investigated the phone practices of three adolescents, two 

males and one female, who used Twitter and Instagram as a social media platform. 

The participants were 14-15 years old. Warner found that literacy engagement 

using the phone and social media was spontaneous, reactive, and emergent. When 

the adolescents used the camera in their phones, they captured and stylized their 

worlds to communicate ideas without the use of alphabetic texts. They used their 

faces, bodies, objects to communicate through selfies and photography. The ease of 
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a built-in camera meant rapid and spontaneous composing to illustrate an idea. 

Warner also found that text production was informed by audience feedback. For 

example, when Eli received negative or little feedback on his pictures he often 

deleted them. He was learning to gather information that informed his emerging 

sense of identity. On one occasion, he posted a selfie that garnered shock from his 

friends. When his friends commented, and showed that they were unsettled with the 

selfie, he deleted it. Eli reflected on what others thought of his selfies and made 

decisions accordingly. 

Katz and Crocker (2015) explored the selfie as a visual conversation on the 

social media platform Snapchat. They found that selfie practices allow for images to 

be used as both grammar and vocabulary, allowing for a meaningful language game. 

Thus, selfies have a dialectical communicative nature that constitutes a 

conversation. For example, 60% of the students, ages 18-24, send selfies back in 

response to the selfies they received. The transfer of selfies back and forth suggests 

a two-way image communication. The researchers also posited that it suggests a 

grammar exchange that occurs in the process and the content. One participant 

stated “I feel like I’m having a conversation when I exchange Snapchat photos” (p. 

1867). In essences, selfies are an interpersonal communication practice. 

In a qualitative study in India, Shah and Tewari (2016) examined the act and 

motivation for taking selfies amongst 11 graduate students, average age of 23.5. 

Data were gathered through focused group discussions. The participants were all 
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avid selfie takers, taking an average of 20-40 selfies a week. The findings showed 

that male and female students have varying reasons for taking selfies as well as 

reasons for not taking a selfie. Reasons for not taking selfies ranged from unpleasant 

physical appearances to hectic schedules. For example, females do not like to take 

selfies on ‘bad hair days’ and males do not take selfies on ‘unshaven days’. They also 

found that taking selfies is often an act of fun and an assertion of one’s right to self-

depict. Other findings showed that feedback from others served as motivation to 

post selfies and align themselves to the norms of their groups or community at 

large. 

Research studies abound on the issue of self-esteem and the positive effects 

of selfies, such as leveraging self-esteem (Alblooshi, 2015) increasing a positive 

effect and enhancing emotional well-being (Chen, Mark, & Ali, 2016), body image 

satisfaction (Ridgway & Clayton, 2016). Studies on selfies that focus on narcissism 

and vanity have also gained attention (Barry, Doucette, Loflin, Rivera-Hudson, & 

Herrington, 2015; Fox & Rooney, 2015; Halpern, Valenzuela, & Katz, 2016; Kim, Lee, 

Sung, & Choi, 2016; Sorokowski et al., 2015; Weiser, 2015). Consequently, those 

who take many selfies may be weakening their attempt to impress others with their 

selfies. For example, in a quantitative study examining selfies and narcissism, Re, 

Wang, He, and Rule (2016) explored people’s perception of their own attractiveness 

and likability. 
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Summary 

There are varying opinions about the selfie phenomenon. To some, it is 

annoying to see dozens of and sometimes hundreds of pictures of the same person 

posted to media sites. Others see it as a way that allows for self-expression and self-

appreciation empowering those who take selfies. Either way, people of all walks of 

life take selfies, including but not limited to celebrities, politicians, youth, and quite 

ordinary people. Selfies are here to stay and there is a need to understand this new 

cultural activity. The following chapter addresses the methodology used for this 

study. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how young adolescent girls used 

selfies as literacy practices in social media and through mobile technology. It also 

explored the role selfies played in the girls’ shaping and reshaping of identities. 

Identity is defined as “being recognized as a certain kind of person in a given 

context” (Gee, 2000b, p. 99) In order to address this purpose the following research 

questions guided this study: 

1.) In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy 

practices and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 

2.) In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 

phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 

3.) How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey their perception of 

their own identities? 

 This chapter consists of three sections. The first section describes the 

qualitative paradigm that is appropriate to my inquiry. The second explains the 

methodological procedures for collecting and analyzing data. The last section 

illustrates my personal experience with building a philosophy for research. 
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Qualitative Paradigm 

 This study aligned with Marshall and Rossman’s (2011) concept of 

qualitative inquiry and Stake’s (1995) concept of collective case study. Marshall and 

Rossman’s (2011) concept of qualitative inquiry, suggests that research is 

exploratory or descriptive. This research model stresses the importance of context, 

setting, and participants’ frame of reference.  

The study structure was a collective case approach illuminating the 

phenomenon of selfies and exploring how individual girls used selfies as a literacy 

practice to communicate identity. Stake (1995) defined collective case study 

research as collecting and analyzing data from several participants, with important 

coordination between the individual studies. Merriam (1998) used three 

characteristics that define case study research: 1) Particularistic–focuses on 

particular events or phenomenon; 2) Descriptive–yields a rich description of the 

phenomenon; and 3) Heuristic–illuminates readers’ understanding. Using Merriam’s 

approach, I explored the similarities and differences between the experiences of 10 

young adolescent girls. My goal was to understand the larger concept of identity 

through a close examination of one specific practice across multiple participants. 

Adelman, Jenkins, & Kemmis (1983) explained that case study research 

explores a single example that is “an instance drawn from a class” (p. 3) of related 

phenomena. By looking at the particulars of selfies, I illustrated events, practices, 

and perspectives as they unfolded in “real-life context” (Yin, 1994, p. 25) and 
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“everyday practice” (Merriam, 1998, p. 11) in the lives of young girls. I conducted 

individual interviews, group sessions, and collected artifacts to learn what mattered 

to the participants in the realm of everyday literacy. Artifacts consisted of selfies 

and social media postings. Furthermore, I sought to build an explanation of how 

these accounts played a role in forming identity. 

 A qualitative paradigm fit my study for multiple reasons. To fully understand 

the research, I sought a rich description, a connection to the reader’s perspective, 

and an awareness of the participant’s point of view. First, qualitative research can 

illuminate the social world from individual experiences giving rich description. 

Geertz (1973) called this a thick description of the actor’s worldview. A thick 

description explains behavior and context, such that it becomes meaningful for the 

reader. A researcher makes explicit the themes of cultural and social interactions 

and situates them in context. Readers can draw conclusions about transferability to 

other similar situations, actions, and people when events are described in rich 

detail. 

Second, qualitative research emphasizes the importance of the readers’ 

perspective. Lincoln and Guba (1985) claimed, “If you want people to understand 

better than they otherwise might, provide them information in the form in which 

they usually experience it” (p. 120). Likewise, a rich description of participants’ 

everyday experiences in the world, “may be epistemologically in harmony with the 

reader’s experience” (Stake, 1978, p. 5) making it more meaningful. Thus, this study 
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was written in the form of a descriptive narrative, focusing on everyday 

experiences, to make meaningful connection to the readership. 

 A third reason that qualitative research was appropriate for this study is that 

it attempted to capture the participants’ point-of-view. Rossman and Rallis (2012) 

used the term descriptive interpretivism to describe the social world from the 

participants’ perception. Capturing participant’s perceptions brings to light their 

subjective worldview. Participants are perceived as designers of their worlds where 

agency shapes their everyday life. Rossman and Rallis (2012) stated, “The 

descriptive interpretive paradigm holds status quo assumptions about the social 

world and subjectivist assumptions about epistemology” (p. 43). Thus, I attempted 

to understand the social world as the participants presented it, knowing that there 

are multiple perspectives that arise from different positions and circumstances. The 

purpose was to generate a clear trustworthy account of the participants’ worldview. 

In this study, I used Grounded Theory, as advocated by Strauss and Corbin 

(1998), as an approach for data collection, analysis, and theorizing. This approach 

refers to theory that is developed inductively from a body of data. Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) asserted that Grounded Theory can be applied to any phenomenon, 

though little may be known about it, to understand its attributes. Grounded Theory 

values social questions and attempts to answer what is happening and why it is 

happening (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This theory is 

important because it conveys a theoretical understanding of the questions that 
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social science and other disciplines have of the naturalistic world (Van Maanen, 

1979). In this approach, the researcher may choose in advance to focus on a central 

concept for data sources and gathering; coding is then centered on this issue 

(Douglas, 2003). Unlike Glaser’s (1992) approach where the purpose of a study may 

be broadly examined until the emergent themes become the central focus, “in 

grounded theory we do not know, until it emerges” (p. 95). The data, once coded and 

categorized, is analyzed to discover interrelationships with the expectation of 

theory development. 

Participants 

The participants in this study consisted of 10 young adolescent girls, 13 and 

14 years old. The reason for choosing 10 participants was to capture and analyze 

individual experiences that would be analyzed for a broader understanding of the 

phenomenon. The participants were eighth grade students attending the same 

middle school. Individuals that were interested in participating were asked to 

complete a questionnaire that indicated their level of selfie and social media 

engagement. 

The 10 participants had certain commonalities, as well as, distinct 

differences. The commonalities included same school, gender, grade, and age group. 

Commonalities also included phone ownership, social media engagement, and 

interest in selfies. These common characteristics focused my research on young 

adolescent girls who were mobile, network savvy, and interested in selfies in one 
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form or another. The differences that I sought include social, cultural, and ethnic 

diversity. The girls did not belong to the same social or curricular clubs in school or 

out-of-school. These dissimilarities enhanced a wide and differing description of life 

experiences and interests. 

This small and purposeful selection of participants maximized the data that 

was collected and provide uniqueness and individuality across each individual’s 

experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). This allowed me to focus my attention on the 

specifics of each participant to identify patterns, themes, and codes across the 

collective case study. 

Setting 

This study was conducted in a middle school that was in north Texas. The 

school district was comprised of multiple campuses from first grade though twelfth 

grade. Convenience and proximity constituted the decision to select this school. 

Consent to do research in this school was secured through appropriate personnel in 

the school district. 

Role of the Researcher 

In qualitative research, the researcher is considered the instrument of choice 

for data collection (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). This means that data was mediated 

through myself, as the researcher, rather than machines or statistical packages. I 

observed, described, and interpreted events as they occurred, maintaining what 

Patton (2002) calls empathic neutrality. An empathic neutral attitude recognizes 
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persons and events without judgment by showing openness, respect, and 

responsiveness. My role in the study was to gather data while maintaining a 

nonjudgmental position. 

During the focus groups, I assumed the role of participant observer. Though I 

was not a member of the group, this stance enabled me to participate in the group 

discussions. Adler and Adler (1994) stated that the marginal role participant 

observers take allows the researcher to “observe and interact closely enough with 

members to establish an insider’s identity without participating in those activities 

constituting the core of group membership” (p. 380). I also assumed the role of 

moderator to guide the participants through discussions and keep them focused on 

the topics. Rossman and Rallis (2012) stated that the “interviewer creates an open 

environment, asking questions that focus closely on one topic…to encourage 

discussion and the expression of varying opinions and viewpoints” (p. 189). Thus, I 

made every effort to create a relaxed and natural setting that promoted interactive 

conversation. 

My role in writing the findings was to have an interpretive stance. I sought to 

discover the meaning of data and attempted to interpret the meanings in an 

unbiased manner. I practiced sensitivity as I looked for the distinctive 

characteristics of each case. Strauss and Corbin (1990) stated that theoretical 

sensitivity “refers to a personal quality of the researcher. It indicates awareness of 

the subtleties of meaning of data . . . It refers to the attribute of having insight, the 
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ability to give meaning to data, the capacity to understand, and capability to 

separate the pertinent from that which isn’t” (p. 42). Eisner (1991) and Patton 

(1990) asserted that the credibility of a final report relies on the researcher’s ability 

to be sensitive to the data and know how to make appropriate decisions during the 

study. Given the potential for bias, I maintained a reflexive journal for recording any 

subjectivities, opinions, and prejudices. 

Data Sources and Collection Plan 

A qualitative methodology guided the data collection and analysis. I used 

several methods to gather data: 1) questionnaire; 2) in-depth interviews; 3) field 

notes; 4) artifacts; 5) focus groups; and 6) a reflexive journal. In conjunction, the 

data provided multiple ways of drawing out patterns and themes from the lived 

experiences of the participants. I conducted a series of individual and group 

interviews. Both types of interviews were video and audio recorded. The data for 

this study were collected over a four-month period, the scope of a school semester. 

Questionnaire 

 During the recruitment process, I gave prospective participants a consent 

form to take home. The prospective participants were required to return the 

consent form in a preaddressed sealed envelope to the school office. Once the 

participants were selected a questionnaire was administered. It addressed basic 

demographics such as, gender, ethnicity, age, interests, phone ownership, and 

current literacy practices. See Appendix A for the Selfie Questionnaire. 
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Semi-Structured Interviews 

 Seidman (2006) stated, “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 

understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of 

that experience” (p. 9). Following his model of in-depth phenomenological 

interviews, I conducted a series of three semi-structured interviews with each 

participant. The purpose of the interviews was to allow the participants to share 

their experiences about day-to-day literacy using selfies. Questions were open-

ended to enter the lived experiences of the participants. A pre-prepared list insured 

that the same type of information was secured from each participant. See Appendix 

B for the Interview Questions. 

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. They were scheduled 

by consulting with the principal and were limited to one hour. The first interview 

started at the beginning of the fall semester. The second and third interview 

followed within a two-week time frame. 

Student Artifacts 

 I collected artifacts from the participants, which included photographs and 

social media postings that were relevant to the participants. Artifacts were sought to 

triangulate data (Purcell-Gates, 2011). Requested artifacts included the participants’ 

choice of selfies and any communication related to the selfie. 
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Focus Groups 

Kruger and Casey (2000) suggested that the broad purpose of focus groups is 

to conduct group interviews with participants that share similar characteristics or 

common interests. The environment is such that the participants are encouraged to 

share their ideas, experiences, and points of view. A researcher assembles focus 

groups to gain information about an issue. Furthermore, they noted that 

participants influence and are influenced by the group, while the researcher plays 

different roles of moderator, listener, and observer (Krueger & Casey, 2000). 

As moderator, listener, and observer, I used focus groups as a source of data. 

The main advantage of the group interviews was to observe large amounts of 

interaction among the participants. I used the topics of everyday literacy, selfies, 

and identity to get more information about the participants’ perceptions. I prepared 

semi-structured questions and had copies of selfies available to use for discussion, 

such as, the first known selfie (self-portrait) taken in 1839, the first known selfie 

taken by an adolescent girl in 1913, and more modern concepts of selfies. Silverman 

and Marvasti (2008) stated that focus group discussions are usually built around 

stimuli such as topics and visual aids to encourage conversation. As a facilitator, I 

used the aids to garner interest and work to ensure that everyone participated in 

the discussion. See Appendix C for the Focus Group Discussion Guide. 

There were two separate focus groups conducted during the fourth and sixth 

period of the school day. Each group had five participants. The focus groups met 
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three times each for the duration of one hour. They occurred in the framework of 

two-week increments. All meetings were digitally recorded and transcribed. See 

Appendix D for Interviews and Focus Groups Attendees. 

Reflexive Journal 

 I used a reflexive journal to record my insights and thoughts about the 

conduct and rigor of the research. It also documented impressions and intuitive 

ideas to explore. Self-reflection included notes, such as, what worked or did not 

work in the design of the study, emotions, and reactions to events, insights in 

analyzing the data, cautions, and reminders (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). This data 

provided insight into my own development in theory and my role as a researcher. 

See appendix E for a sample of journal entries. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 A qualitative study relies on inductive and deductive reasoning to process, 

interpret, and structure the meaning that comes from data. Bogdan and Biklen 

(1982) described inductive reasoning as “working with data, organizing it, breaking 

it into manageable units, synthesizing it, searching for patterns, discovering what is 

important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you will tell others” (p. 145). 

In this study, I used Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) approach to Grounded Theory to 

guide the data analysis. Through this approach, I demonstrated how the data were 

sorted, organized, conceptualized, and interpreted. Data analysis required various 

processes to maintain a certain degree of rigor and to ensure that the analysis was 
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grounded in the data. These processes provided some standardization in the 

analysis and came together to make a cohesive whole. The processes included 

member checking, audit trail, coding, memos, and triangulation. The following 

explains Strauss and Corbin’s perspective of Grounded Theory and outlines the 

different components necessary for effective research. 

 Grounded Theory, as explained by Strauss and Corbin (1998), means that 

theory is derived from data after they are systematically gathered and analyzed 

through the research process. Theory is not preconceived; rather it begins with an 

area of study and emerges from the data. Theories that develop from the data are 

more likely to resemble the reality of lived experiences. Theories are likely to offer 

insight, understanding, and present a guide to application. The purpose for this 

approach was to condense extensive data into summary format, to establish links 

between the questions and summary findings, and to develop a theory that was 

evident in the data. Primarily, this approach allowed the findings to emerge from 

significant themes inherent in the data. 

Member Checking 

Member checking is a technique used to improve accuracy, trustworthiness, 

and credibility. Researchers submit transcripts and interpretations to participants 

to confirm accurate representation of the data. Lincoln and Guba (2000) suggested 

that this is an essential step for credibility. The benefits of member checking allow 
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the participants to correct errors or challenge interpretations and to add additional 

information lacking in the description. 

In this study, I used member checking to confirm transcripts and 

interpretations of emerging themes. It was not used to confirm a final written 

document. After meeting with each girl, I transcribed and noted concepts that 

represented the data. I used my reflexive journal for my thought process. In the 

following meeting, I would present my thinking and solicit clarification and 

elaboration on concepts. On occasion, transcripts were read out loud with the 

participant to investigate deeper meaning. Analysis was exploratory and I 

considered different possible meanings in the data. Meaning of the data was 

assigned and reassigned based on the relationship of the data. 

Audit Trail 

 Several researchers recommend the development of an audit trail 

(Akkerman, Admiral, Brekelmans, & Oost, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Seale, 1999). 

The audit trail documents key stages and methodological decisions of a study. It is a 

strategy for establishing trustworthiness in research and enables readers to trace 

through the findings of the study. According to Rice and Ezzy (2000), “maintaining 

and reporting an audit trail of methodological and analytic decisions allows others 

to assess the significance of the research” (p. 36). It also helps in connecting a 

participant’s voice or quote to themes in the research. The researcher and the 

reader can assess whether findings are grounded in the data by examining 
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information categories. Accordingly, an audit trail requires the researcher to self-

reflect and clarify (Akkerman et al., 2006). This study employed a reflexive journal, 

and an analytic audit trail to connect participants and context to data chunks. 

Coding 

The analysis began with identification of labels that emerged from the data, 

what Strauss and Corbin (1990) refer to as open coding. On the onset, I practiced 

selective coding by choosing two core categories to relate to all others. The goal was 

to arrange all open codes around identity and selfies to answer my research 

questions. During the initial coding phase, I reviewed data to generate themes. 

Themes were refined and new ones added as themes emerged in the ongoing data 

collection. I read each datum several times, including photos, to answer questions, 

such as: What does this mean? Why is this mentioned? and What is being done in 

the photograph? I sought out the properties of the categories through nouns, verbs, 

adjectives, and adverbs to give place and action to a conceptual world of how 

participants experience the world. Organizing data and coding on a continual basis 

allowed me to identify themes and categories on a consistent manner. 

The mechanics of coding was done by hand using a hard copy. Transcripts 

and observational notes were formatted with wide margins on the right-hand side. 

As codes emerged, I represented them by writing a descriptive word or phrase in 

the margin closest to the data. I used a separate spreadsheet to pull together the 
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evidence of categories across all data sources for each case. The categories remained 

flexible and adaptable throughout the analysis. 

During the recursive phase of coding, related codes were appropriated into 

the coding process to identify relationships among the codes. It was the connections 

among the codes that gave new understanding of the phenomenon and lead to 

building a conceptual model. The conceptual model was written into a story that 

approximates the lived experiences of the participants. 

I synthesized my thematic analysis during the interpretation process in order 

to attach significance to what I found, make sense of the findings, offer explanation, 

and structure order (Patton, 2002). Denzin (1994) stated that “Interpretation is an 

art; it is not formulaic or mechanical” (p. 504). Thus, as I interpreted my analysis, I 

constructed a storyline by drawing on my conceptual framework and using the data 

to tell the story. Rossman and Rallis (2012) stated that this “process follows the 

hermeneutic circle. You analyze the parts in order to see the whole; seeing the 

whole further illuminates the parts. Thick description is…at the heart of the 

interpretive-hermeneutic process-thick description makes interpretation possible” 

(p. 285). The goal was to richly detail a story that connected participants, events, 

and experiences. 

Memos 

Memos are short analytic documents about emergent insights, trends, 

questions, and links between themes and theory (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). 



 93 

Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) stated “…writing integrating memos which 

elaborate ideas and begin to link or tie codes and bits of data together becomes 

absolutely critical” (p. 162). Rossman and Rallis (2012) suggested three different 

types of memos, methodologic, theoretical, and thematic. Thematic memos develop 

emerging themes by bringing together data from different sources. I primarily used 

thematic memos. Memos were written informally in developing themes. Using 

memos, my interpretation of the data was tentative and my documentation was 

continuous through the analysis process. I took an exploratory and an open-ended 

stance in my documentation. 

Triangulation 

 Triangulation engages multiple sources in a study to produce meaning. 

According to Marshall and Rossman (2011), it “is the act of bringing more than one 

source of data to bear on a single point” (p. 252). Triangulation is not about finding 

the truth as much as it is about discovering multiple viewpoints for engaging in a 

social world. For this study, data was triangulated through interviews, field notes, 

artifacts, and a reflexive journal. With systematic attention to these methods, I 

sought to generate ideas, trends, and themes as I recursively reviewed the data. The 

goal was to generate themes and categories from multiple sources to render the 

data meaningful. Triangulating these methods allowed me to look at the data from 

different viewpoints and allowed me to get an understanding of lived experiences 

(Silverman & Marvasti, 2008). 
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Trustworthiness 

 Trustworthiness and ethical concerns were at the forefront of the overall 

design of this study. There was an explicit focus on ethical conduct with a 

commitment to respect all participants in this study including, the adolescents’ 

parents, the school staff, my advisor, and my educational institution. This research 

was grounded in the moral standard of respect for all persons (Marshall & Rossman, 

2011). 

 Lincoln and Guba (2000) described research trustworthiness in terms of 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These criteria offer a 

naturalistic approach appropriate for the overall trustworthiness of this project. The 

following is an overview of the criteria based on Lincoln and Guba’s understanding. 

• Credibility relies on the richness of the data that is gathered and on the 

analytic procedure the researcher adopts. Member checking can enhance 

credibility, where participants are asked to corroborate interpretations and 

findings. Triangulation of data adds to the credibility. It gives confidence in 

the findings. 

• Transferability of findings from one situation to another situation depends 

on the level of similarity. Researchers provide adequate findings that can be 

used by readers to decide if findings are appropriate for a new situation. 

Findings may have application in other contexts. 
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• Dependability allows reviewers to examine consistency of the research 

process and the final product. A measure that increases dependability is an 

audit trail where transparent records are kept for tracking the research 

steps. The research and findings are dependable and could be duplicated. 

• Confirmability establishes the neutrality of the interpretations that a 

researcher makes of the findings. Neutrality can be demonstrated through 

audit trails that can be opened to criticism and that can withstand scrutiny. 

Findings are shaped by the participants’ understanding and lived 

experiences. 

This study applied standards of trustworthiness such as triangulation of data 

and an audit trail. These measures sought to verify the words and actions of the 

participants so that interpretations were not biased approximations of my own 

viewpoints. 

Context of the Researcher 

When I started my doctoral program, my research philosophy was 

predominantly undefined, though I favored research that simplified the world and 

produced generalizations. As my program progressed, I found that it was difficult to 

address my interests on complex social issues through surveys and statistical 

measurements. At this juncture, I began a search for a philosophical stance that 

would not be restrictive but allow me to capture the social world in a naturalistic 

environment. Through my research courses and exposure to professional literature, 
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I developed an appreciation for qualitative research. I found that it easily facilitated 

my central goal of social interaction in research. 

As a researcher, I acknowledge that research data and analysis is affected 

and influenced by personal and theoretical assumptions (Duke & Mallette, 2011). 

My epistemological and ontological lens fundamentally shape how I approach 

research, interact with participants, interpret data, and report the findings. Knowing 

that this study is filtered through my cultural lens gives me pause and respect for 

the importance of reliable, truthful, credible, and ethical research. 

Summary 

For this study, I used frameworks specifically tied to a qualitative design. The 

following approaches demonstrate the frameworks in which I placed my study and 

myself as a researcher. Grounded Theory, proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1998), 

guided inductive theory development. A narrative approach reported the findings, 

enabling complex findings to be understood in story form. An interpretivist position, 

guided the belief that the participants’ reality is socially constructed and fluid. And, 

naturalistic methods of data gathering ensured a collaborative construction of 

knowing and understanding. In the following chapter, I examine the findings of this 

study, which support the themes of meaning making, relationships, communication 

and self-empowerment. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Chapter Four is organized into four sections. The first section explores the 

theme of meaning making and provides an overview of selfie types and self-image. 

The second section examines the theme of relationships and looks at the motivation 

to build relationships with boys, followers, family, and friends. The third section 

investigates the theme of communication and gives a synopsis of how selfies are tied 

to phone technology and social media. The final section explores the theme of self-

empowerment as it is exemplified in self-esteem, self-confidence, and control. Each 

of the four sections consists of two to four individual participants. Perspectives of all 

10 participants are then discussed. In this introduction, I provide several charts to 

help the reader follow the data and resulting findings. 

My primary interest in doing this study is to help teachers, parents, and 

researchers think of better ways to meet the literacy needs of young adolescent 

girls. Hence, the purpose of this study is to explore how young adolescent girls use 

selfies as literacy practices in social media and through mobile technology. The 

study also explores the role selfies play in the girls’ shaping and reshaping of 

identities. To address this purpose the following research questions guide the study: 

1) In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy 

practices and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 
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2) In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 

phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 

3) How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey their perception of 

their own identities? 

In Chapter Two, I examined the extant literature regarding adolescent girls in 

general. One of the major concerns for this chapter was to present a close 

understanding of the individual girls. This step took this study beyond 

generalizations of girl culture to individualized perceptions of girlhood. I introduced 

the 10 participants in clusters under the names of Selfie Experts, Selfie Specialists, 

Selfie Partakers, and Selfie Resistors. The Selfie Expert enjoyed taking selfies and 

was consistent in taking and posting her selfies. She had a degree of selfie expertise 

and illustrated the concept of meaning making. The Selfie Specialist took selfies 

regularly. She was knowledgeable about selfie trends and was adept at building 

relationships. The Selfie Partaker took selfies on occasion with less enthusiasm. She 

highlighted communication through technology and social media. The Selfie 

Resistor did not normally take selfies but did post an occasional selfie or two. She 

illustrated how she dealt with self-empowerment. Table 1 presents the girls in the 

order that they are introduced in the study. 
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Table 1 
 
Meet the Participants 
 

 
*The Squad: Meet the Girls in the Study 

**Name Age Race/Ethnicity Selfies a 
Week 

Selfies 
are… 

Group 

 
Jenifer 

 
13 

 
African American 

 
2-4 

 
Great 

 
Selfie Expert 

 
Nicole 
 

 
14 
 

 
Anglo 
 

 
5+ 
 

 
Great 

 
Selfie Expert 

 
Katie 

 
13 

 
Hispanic 

 
2-4 

 
Okay 

 
Selfie Specialist 

 
Baby D 

 
13 

 
African American 

 
5+ 

 
Great 

 
Selfie Specialist 

 
Elizabeth 

 
13 

 
Hispanic 

 
2-4 

 
Okay 

 
Selfie Specialist 

 
Jess 

 
13 

 
Anglo 

 
2-4 

 
Okay 

 
Selfie Partaker 

 
Lisa 

 
14 

 
Hispanic 

 
2-4 

 
Okay 

 
Selfie Partaker 

 
Thora 

 
13 

 
Anglo 

 
0-1 

Not for 
me 

 
Selfie Resistor 

 
Adeline 

 
14 

 
Hispanic 

 
0-1 

 
Okay 

 
Selfie Resistor 

 
Synthia 

 
13 

 
African American-Anglo 

 
2-4 

 
Okay 

 
Selfie Resistor 

*Data taken from questionnaires. See Appendix A. 
**The names of the girls are pseudonyms selected by the participants. 
 

Table 2 is an example of my audit trail. It helps the reader make sense of the 

data and places quotes within their original context. Every reference to the data has 

a systematic documentation structure to manage the 30 individual interviews and 

six focus groups, as seen below. Additionally, I identify the girls’ names along with a 

numbering system that organizes the collection of artifacts, consisting of selfies and 
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postings. For example, since Nicole submitted seven selfies, her first selfie denotes 

the following, (Nicole;S#1). Since Baby D submitted one posting, it is identified as 

(Baby D;P#1). See Appendix E for Transcription Key. 

Table 2 

Sample of the Audit Trail 

 
Negative Influences of 
Selfies 

 
Examples from Data 
 

Bragging Synthia-“Bragging, like, I got something you 
don’t.” *FG#3;6thP;pg7 

Overdone makeup and poses 
 

Elizabeth-“Cause that’s not like their real selves. 
They’re like covering themselves with makeup 
and making these weird poses. And then, they, 
like, try to enhance like some parts of their body. 
And we’re like, no, that’s not right.” 
**I#3;pg13 

*FG#3 denotes focus group meeting #3. 6thP denotes girls in the 6th period group. 
**I#3 denotes Elizabeth’s individual interview #3. 
See Appendices F & G for detail lists of the Negative and Positive Influences of Selfies 
 

The framework for exploring the phenomenon of selfies was informed by 

interpretative research methods and Grounded Theory methodology. I drew on 

social and cultural perspectives of adolescent literacy, conceptualizations of 

identity, and Gee’s (2000a) view of Discourse to support theories of girl culture. 

From the inception, I asked questions about the data, made comparisons, and used 

reflective thinking. Gathering of data, transcribing, early coding, and development of 

concepts were done concurrently. 

A concept driven approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) drove the interview 

process. For example, at the end of the first interview with Katie, a concept about 
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boys and selfies developed. None of my pre-prepared protocols, as required by the 

IRB board, addressed the topic of boys. The concepts and questions derived during 

the analytic review gave me areas to look for when preparing for the next meeting 

with Katie and the other participants. This approach provided rich data that were 

not original to my thinking or planning, but emerged from the insight of the 

participants. Table 3 exemplifies the conception and progression of concept 

development regarding boys and selfies as it developed through different 

participants. 

Table 3 

Concept Driven Research 

 
Example of Concept Driven Research 

 
New concept 
development 
 

June-“Is there 
anything that you 
would like to add?” 
(Katie;I#1;pg8) 

Katie-“Not really. Well, one question just 
came to me. I was wondering why you 
hadn’t asked if we post pictures to attract 
boys cause that’s what all girls do.” 
(I#1;pg8) 

Exploring the 
concept 
 

June-“Do you take 
selfies to impress 
boys?” 
(Lisa;I#2;pg13) 

Lisa-“I don’t. That’s not me. Like, I do it for 
myself to impress myself. And if boys don’t 
like it, too bad, cause I do and I’m not trying 
to impress you *[boys in general].” 
(I#2;pg13) 

Expanding 
the concept 
 

June-“What do 
their [boys] 
pictures look like?” 
(Jenifer-I#2;pg11) 

Jenifer-“They’re just showing their abs, 
showing clothes, showing their face.” 
(I#2;pg11) 
Nicole-“Most guys don’t know how to take 
selfies. They sit there awkwardly.” 
(I#1;pg11) 

*See Appendix H for Transcription Conventions 
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My original design for the study was to focus on three middle school girls. 

After the presentation at the middle school and seeing the response from the girls, I 

knew that I would not have any problem securing my participants. I presented the 

study to approximately 50 students and 26 girls signed up to take the parental 

consent form home. Of those 26 students, 10 students returned the forms the 

following day. Based on their questionnaire responses, I had planned to select three 

girls whose selfie activity was the most vigorous. However, I noticed that I had 

recruited girls that had such varying perspectives about selfies. Some of them loved 

selfies and others did not. Some took selfies and others did not. Some girls fell right 

in the middle of the two extremes. But all of them had a driving energy to participate 

in the selfie study, one way or another. I modified the proposal to include all 10 girls. 

This unexpected move proved to be an enhancement to the original plan. Whereas, 

three Selfie Experts would have provided sufficient data to answer my questions, 10 

diverse voices of opinions and experiences provided greater insight and depth. See 

Appendix I to see the responses to Why Do You Take Selfies? 

Finally, in writing the findings, the analytic process began with the first 

interview and continued throughout the length of the study. It was central to the 

progression as I selected words to summarize and reflect the complexity of the data. 

From the data, four major themes emerged: meaning making, relationships, 

communication, and self-empowerment. Following is the data analysis of the four 

themes. 
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Meaning Making 

This first section is about the value of selfies in meaning making. Specifically, 

this first section examines how meaning making relates to selfie types and self-

image. For this study, meaning making presents learning as an active social process 

that is largely constructed within and shaped by social and cultural interactions. The 

process of meaning making shows how the participants in this study understand, 

discern, and make sense of life events as they create and share selfies with others. 

For example, the participants spoke often about parents taking photos of them. 

When they were young children this was not a concern for the girls. As they 

matured, not having control of the camera was a major contention for some of the 

girls. Reputation, self-image, social pressure, and a host of other issues shaped how 

the girls wanted to be represented in photos. Controlling the camera meant 

controlling their social life. In the realm of selfies, and specific to this study, meaning 

making encompasses the beliefs, values, cultural, and communication activities of 10 

young adolescent girls. 

The following analysis consists of two major parts. In the first part, I focus on 

the individual cases of two participants. Jenifer’s case emphasizes the category of 

selfie types and how these different types supported her in making meaning of her 

personal and social worlds. And, Nicole’s case calls attention to the concept of self-

image as related to meaning making. In the second part, I examine the theme of 

meaning making from the perceptive of all 10 participants with specific attention to 
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selfie types and self-image. Table 4 illustrates an overview of the content that 

includes the theme, categories, and sub-categories that are explored in the 

individual cases and group studies. Each category is examined chronologically to 

support the findings. 

Table 4 

Theme and Categories-Section 1 

Codes Categories Theme 
 
Group selfies 
Individual selfies 
 
Fun selfies 
Serious selfies 
 

 
Types of selfies 
 
 
Self-image 
 
 

Theme 1: 
Meaning Making 
 

 
Selfie Types 

 For this study, selfie types refer to the various kinds of photographs that are 

produced. 

 Meet Jenifer, a Selfie Expert. Jenifer was a young girl of African American 

descent. She was 13 years old and one of my most enthusiastic participants. She was 

eager to talk to me about her experiences and selfie expertise. Jenifer shared 

extensively during the focus groups and interjected new concepts and ideas that I 

had not considered for the study. She shared about different apps and sites of 

interest to young girls. The girls in the study frequently used apps, which is short for 

application and typically refers to software used on mobile devices or online. 
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Jenifer educated me on lingo that was used verbally and textually among the 

students at her school. For example, I learned that “fam” is family, not in the sense of 

mom and dad but rather a close-knit friend or group of friends. “Cous” is cousin, not 

in the sense of family relations but rather a friend or acquaintance. And, “squad” is 

squadron, not in the sense of a military troop but a whole group of friends that hang 

out together and are often connected through affinity groups. Jenifer educated me 

on the life of a young teenage girl in these new times. 

Jenifer loved to shop, listen to music, dance, sing, and hang out with her 

friends. Outside of school, she was involved with choir and church life. She liked new 

and exciting experiences, preferred to be spontaneous, and preferred friends that 

were exciting. The Internet and phone ownership gave her instant access to friends 

and family through membership on multiple social media sites. When asked about 

her preferred mode of sharing selfies, she stated that she used both texting and 

social media. She was the only one to interface with both mediums for her selfies, 

while all the other girls in the study used either one form or the other. Jenifer 

generally took two to four selfies a week. She wrote the following in her 

questionnaire, “It shows the real me, and when I post them [selfies], they show 

everybody else, me” (Q#26). To Jenifer, creating and sharing her selfies made a 

confidence statement of autonomy and self-sufficiency. 

Jenifer’s perspective on selfie types. Jenifer made the distinction between 

the various types of group and individual selfies that she liked to take. Her group 
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selfies captured moments that were shared with other people. Her individual selfies 

focused on solo images. She defined the individual selfie as, “…a picture of yourself, 

what you’re wearing and how you look that day” (I#1;pg2). For Jenifer, group selfies 

included family, best friends (or squad), peers, and uninvited photo bombers. Photo 

bombing is the attempt to spoil a selfie as a prank or practical joke, often turning the 

mundane selfie into a hilarious or delightful photo. 

Taking different types of selfies created various scenarios for Jenifer to 

practice meaning making. Her group selfies encouraged social interaction and 

individual selfies focused on self-presentation. Group selfies were a powerful 

medium that allowed her to connect with others through shared experiences. 

Jennifer constructed her world around social interaction and extracted meaning 

from life experiences that she had with family and friends. Recording life events 

with others gave Jennifer the opportunity to construct her social life in a way that 

was meaningful to her, such as the times spend taking selfies with her mother. 

Jenifer’s individual selfies allowed her to develop new identities and to enact 

different social roles by designing representations of self through her selfies. Her 

strategic use of camera angles, poses, color, graphics, and emoticons, to name a few, 

were used to enhance aspects of her selfies to represent herself, such as the time 

when she wrote, “Looking cute today” (I#1;pg 2) to communicate self-approval. She 

referred to her different poses and facial expressions as moods. She said, “Like, 

there’s a different mood for everything” (I#3;pg1). Jenifer used different moods to 
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communicate different messages to her audience. She was building a portfolio of 

herself and learning to think of her social world in terms of how she would 

represent herself. These actions were instances of meaning making for Jenifer. 

Jenifer spoke frequently of taking selfies with her family. She and her siblings 

took many selfies when they were experimenting with their first shared phone. One 

of the most striking positive influences for Jenifer was the affinity that she and her 

mother had for taking selfies. She spoke of her mother with great respect and 

admiration. In describing their relationship, she said, “Me and my mom, we like the 

same things. Cause, like, we look alike… and we’re always hanging out. We’re like 

Bonnie and Clyde” (I#3;pg6). However, where Jenifer was not as picky about her 

selfies, her mother was. Jenifer recalled, “She’s a picky person…she’ll take 1,000 

pictures to make it right” (I#3;pg7). Her mother was someone who understood the 

selfie culture. Jenifer trusted her mother’s guidance, particularly when Jenifer made 

bad judgment calls on her selfies. 

On one occasion, Jenifer posted a selfie that fell beyond the boundaries of 

parental approval. While visiting a boy at his house, she took a selfie and posted it to 

her Instagram account. The boy responded with the following comment, “Don’t be 

talking about being at my house, I don’t like you” (I#2;pg11). Her mother was the 

first to see the comment and was not happy with Jenifer’s selfie and the response 

that she received. Jenifer recounted the incident: 

She follows me on Instagram. This one time, I took a picture that 
disappointed her and she told me that, like, “Don’t be taking pictures xxx 
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cause nobody will like you. I don’t like it.” …She saw it first because she was 
on Instagram…I kinda got into trouble because of the comment on my 
Instagram. (I#2;pg12) 

 
Jenifer enjoyed taking and sharing selfies but times like this helped her to think 

about and realign priorities in her life. She was making meaning of life events, both 

good and bad, as she considered her selfie activity. 

Jenifer was fond of taking selfies with friends at school, at church, or 

anywhere that the situation presented itself. “It’s like a random moment. You’ll be in 

the locker room. Everybody’s dressed and, like, ‘Oh, let’s take a picture of friends 

and stuff. Or, it’ll be of me and my best friend” (I#1;pg5). Elaborating on what she 

called a squad selfie she said: 

Like, my friend M---, we were in the locker room; we were taking pictures on 
her phone. We were like, “Let’s take a squad picture”. A squad is like your 
whole group that you hang out with. So, we were taking pictures of all of us. 
(I#1;pg5) 
 

As a familiar and comfortable activity, Jenifer enjoyed taking selfies with all her 

friends. For Jenifer, taking selfies was making sense of relationships. It was drawing 

on similar situations and on using available cultural resources to make meaning in 

her life and with those she called friends. 

When asked if she took group selfies with others who were not her best 

friends she said, “Sometimes it’s just, like, the classroom. ‘Come on everybody we 

are able [allowed] to take a picture. Take a selfie, come on, come on. I wanna take a 

selfie’” (I#1;pg6). In describing this example, Jenifer’s voice heightened and got 

louder demonstrating her absolute enthusiasm for taking selfies. Jenifer’s passion 
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for taking selfies was not discriminatory. She enjoyed taking selfies with different 

groups of people and in various settings. She negotiated and made meaning with her 

social environment while having a lot of fun along the way. 

 Group selfies also included the persistent photo bombers. Jenifer recalled a 

time at a school dance where a squad selfie turned into a bombed selfie because of 

uninvited guests: 

Jenifer-It’s funny. When we were at the dance. We were like taking pictures 
cause it was a dance. And some boys and girls would walk up and, like, photo 
bomb. 
June-Did you know them? 
Jenifer-Yep, and they’ll just get in the picture with you. You’re like “Get away, 
you’re messing up our picture” … It’s like, “Why, why, why do you do that?” 
(I#1;pg6) 
 

Even though the dialogue above appeared like the apparent bombers agitated 

Jenifer, she told the story tongue-in-cheek. She understood the complex ways that 

the selfie phenomenon was accepted, expressed, and used for making sense of 

everyday life. In fact, Jenifer was no stranger to photo bombing. When I asked her if 

she had ever photo bombed a selfie. She recounted, “Yeah, I do…It’s…funny” 

(I#1;pg6). Being on both ends of the photo bombing effect allowed Jenifer to see 

photo bombing as a positive cultural activity that was tolerated and entertaining. 

Based on Jenifer, a family selfie was different from a squad selfie, which was 

different from a peer selfie, and different, yet, from a photo bombed selfie. Though 

different, the commonality was that the group selfies were impromptu, 

opportunistic, and social. Engaging in different types of group selfies offered Jenifer 
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the opportunity to extend her social reaches. She collaborated with other in 

constructing her social life. 

In contrast to the group selfies, Jenifer also talked about taking individual 

selfies. Jenifer generally took two selfies before she got what she called, the perfect 

selfie. She acknowledged that other girls generally took 10-20 selfies before they 

were satisfied with one good shot. She stated, “Girls try hard to make the selfie 

really good. That’s why people take too many” (I#1;pg4). Jenifer recognized the 

difficulties that girls faced when dealing with self-image and the pressure to 

produce the ideal representation of self. 

Jenifer explained how she posed and chose her perfect selfies “When I take it, 

I take it perfect…this one time, I just extended my arm and did a pose and I took this 

picture. I said, ‘This is cool. It’s perfect.’ So, I put it on my screen” (I#1;pg8). One of 

the selfies that Jenifer shared with me showed her hair nicely nestled on top of her 

head (S#2). Her head was tilted and she projected a soft smile. The angle was taken 

from a high front position that made her eyes appear gentle as she looked up. 

Though the selfie was not polished, it was perfect by Jenifer’s ideals about how she 

wanted to self-present. 

Though Jenifer referred to the perfect selfie, she was not concerned with 

perfection, but rather contentment. The perfect selfie was not so much about perfect 

quality as much as it was about, “looking cute,” a term that Jenifer used frequently 

during the study. By her account, the perfect selfie had more do to with portraying 



 111 

herself in a specific way that appealed to attractiveness. She developed this identity 

to successfully portray herself to and communicate with her discourse communities. 

She was making meaning; in other words, she was making sense of self. Jenifer used 

her own perceptions of a perfect selfie to establish a positive self-image. 

Jenifer drew insight from the Internet for different types of selfies and poses. 

Her preoccupation with following others on Instagram was intertwined with 

viewing other peoples’ selfies. She followed over 1,200 people. She stated that, 

“Most of them are the people I know or boys that are cute or girls that I think are 

cool” (I#2;pg11). Jenifer sourced a wide community of people for her selfie 

inspirations. 

Even though Jenifer enjoyed taking both group and individual selfies, 

sometimes selfies became a burden for her. She struggled with keeping them 

current on her social media accounts. After a couple of weeks of getting behind, she 

was asked to update her selfies, “Like my best friend, he just told me…it’s time for 

you to delete your pictures… we want to see some new pictures” (I#3;pg9). Jenifer 

was learning to make sense of and manage her social media life and her world. 

Jenifer exemplified a young girl who enjoyed taking selfies. Her approach was 

not technical but it was rewarding. It was entertaining to see her respond to the 

video camera during our interviews. On one occasion, she slanted her eyes, pucked 

her lips, and posed in numerous ways as she evaluated her own image on the video 

screen. There was no inhibition, even as I sat and watched her perform on camera. 
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During these scenarios, I got to see how an ordinary schoolgirl transformed into a 

Selfie Expert by her enthusiastic response in front of the camera. 

Multiple factors shaped Jenifer’s responses to meaning making as she 

interacted with selfies. Some responses were relationally and culturally connected 

and others were directly tied to the types of selfies she took. This created for her 

multiple forms of meaning making opportunities as she constructed and shared her 

selfies. Jenifer’s perspective on selfie types provides a perception on meaning 

making that shows interactions between visual texts and communication across 

various social spaces. 

Meaning making presents learning as an active social process where meaning 

is constructed and shaped by cultural interactions and historical events. It is 

developed from social and cultural interactions. Jenifer was actively and naturally 

engaged in many different meaning making activities throughout the process of 

making and posting her selfies. She was quite adept at expressing herself through 

different modes of communication including texting, messaging, and editing her 

selfies. Engaging in selfies is a meaning making practice where girls can access, 

produce, share, and interact with their social worlds. They use selfies to 

communicate ideas and emotions with those in their social communities. 
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Self-Image 

 For this study, self-image refers to one’s conception of oneself. 

Meet Nicole, a Selfie Expert. Nicole was a white 14-year-old who had many 

friends. She liked talking with her friends and she enjoyed taking selfies. Nicole 

preferred to use social media to share her selfies as opposed to sending them via 

texting. Though she was prolific at taking many selfies, she was not so quick to post 

them to her social media sites. In any given week, she simply posted one selfie and 

sometimes she did not post any at all. Nicole had long light brown hair that took 

center stage in her selfies. When taking a selfie, she parted it on either side of her 

face depending on the camera angle (From henceforth, the camera will be referred 

to as a phone, since all but one participant used their phones for taking selfies). 

Nicole intuitively knew how to pose, position the phone, and understood the 

nuances that made for a good selfie. In her questionnaire, she stated, “I like to take 

selfies to remember that moment and how it expresses me” (Q#26). Nicole’s simple 

statement showed a profound and complex understanding of the importance of 

recording one’s life history and developing identity. Nicole also enjoyed making 

video selfies. She admitted that her rate of success in doing video selfies was terrible 

and that she had only produced two good ones, which attested to her desire to 

construct the perfect video selfie. 

Nicole was involved with the yearbook club at school. She liked conducting 

student interviews to gather data for the yearbook. At home, she lived with her 



 114 

father, stepmother, and a blending of five other siblings. Early on, as a beginning 

selfie taker, she studied her cousin’s examples. Nicole looked at her facial 

expressions, poses, and angles. Soon after, Nicole could produce her own beautiful 

selfies. Nicole passed on some of her own selfie techniques to her younger sister to 

help her in like manner. 

Nicole’s perspective on self-image. Nicole’s insight on self-image was 

distinguishable while exploring two different kinds of selfies that she talked about. 

She suggested that selfies could be either fun or serious. Her fun selfies were often 

taken with friends and family to record memorable events. Her serious selfies were 

generally solemn and were taken solo. Nicole’s definition of a selfie hinted at 

someone who took self-image very seriously, “It’s just a picture of a person. You take 

it yourself because when other people take pictures of you, it doesn’t look good” 

(I#1;pg2). Nicole was concerned with self-image particularly when others had 

control of the phone. 

When Nicole took a fun selfie, it was often spontaneous and the mood was 

generally happy. Meaning making in this instance was about capturing moments in 

her life. One of the fun selfies that Nicole shared with me showed her blowing a 

bubble with her gum (S#2). Though it was lighthearted, her pose and angle reflected 

careful planning. The selfie was taken at a 30° angle. It showed one eye, a full nose, 

an upper body, but no shoulders. Her one eye looked straight into the phone and 

was intense, as if daring someone to pop the bubble. 
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Nicole elaborated on fun selfies when talking about two separate incidents. 

With one, she photo bombed her cousin’s selfie and with another she joined in on a 

group selfie. I asked her how she felt about her self-image since she did not have 

control of the phone and could not manage the angles and poses: 

It may bother me a little bit but it wouldn’t bother me that much because at 
least…I knew what I was doing…I was running and jumping, that one was 
blurry and it didn’t matter what it looked like because everything looked bad. 
(I#2;pg9) 
 

Nicole did not feel the need to look just right with fun selfies. To her, these selfies 

were excusable. Fun selfies generally did not pose a threat to her reputation or self-

image. There was an unspoken nodding of the head, not only from her but also from 

those who saw the selfies.  

For Nicole, fun selfies portrayed a sense of her life as a teenage girl. While 

this was observed in her fun selfies, Nicole was still very purposeful in the selfies 

she chose to share on social media. She was always mindful of her self-image 

regardless of the type of selfie. Whether she chose to post a fun or serious selfie, she 

was conscious of the message that her selfie conveyed. However, fun selfies allowed 

her to be more natural and relaxed. This was not the case with her serious selfies. 

Approval did not come as easily for selfies that were specifically created for building 

her self-image. 

When the intent of Nicole’s selfie was self-presentation, meaning making was 

especially important. Serious selfies not only represented how she saw herself, they 

influenced how others saw her. Great care was taken with the poses, angles, and 
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lighting. The focus was on appearance so clothing, makeup, and hair got much 

attention. The face was prominent and the background was secondary. Nicole’s 

serious selfies reflected angles and poses that were just right. They portrayed a girl 

with perfect hair, eyebrows, and makeup. In one such selfie, Nicole angled the phone 

and captured her face in the upper left hand corner (S#1). She looked straight into 

the phone at shoulder level. The right side of her face was slightly obscured with a 

bright light. Her closed lips and part of her nose trailed into a white shade. This type 

of selfie took careful planning and exuded self-confidence and beauty. 

Nicole was the girl, as opposed to the other girls in the study, that took the 

most care in working the angles and positioning her hair and face. It took her 

approximately 20 attempts to get a suitable selfie for each selfie she posted. She 

generally posted five or more selfies a week. She stopped and evaluated an angle 

and pose after a round of about five pictures. Angles were an important technique 

that Nicole used. She stated, “You can take it from one angle and then, that may not 

be a good angle so you go to a different one” (I#1;pg3). 

There were specific things that Nicole tended to do in the process of taking a 

selfie. She made a conscious effort to let her hair down, took pictures only with her 

left hand, did not show any teeth, took selfies that were off-centered, and showed a 

partial face. All but one selfie that she shared with me showed one eye. What 

sounded like an odd practice produced an aesthetically beautiful selfie. Nicole 

selected from a wide choice of practices and an array of forms for expressing herself. 
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By exploring meaning and context she powerfully positioned herself as culturally 

knowledgeable about selfies. 

Nicole portrayed herself as self-confident and as having a strong self-image 

in all the selfies that she showed me. However, sometimes her selfies portrayed a 

fluid self-image. She shared how selfies can by design include emotions such as 

sadness and crying. In a dialogue regarding the messages that selfies convey, Nicole 

shared about an unconventional aspect of a selfie that she called a sad selfie: 

Nicole-…if they post a picture and they’re crying, they usually say something 
like, “Don’t call me, don’t text me”… but what they really want is for you to be 
able to call them or text them. 
June-…I’ve never seen a selfie with a tear in it. 
Nicole-Yeah, I’ve done it. I take those. (I#3;pgs3-4) 

 
Nicole not only saw teary selfies, she took part in them as well. She suggested that 

girls take these types of selfies for a specific purpose and to communicate a specific 

message. For Nicole, meaning making helped her negotiate the ebb and flow of 

young teenage life by producing sad selfies. The message of her sad selfies was at 

the risk of her self-image but an important aspect of communication. 

Serious selfies that focused on image making carried a weight of self-

approval from Nicole and an endorsement from those who viewed her selfies. How 

she perceived herself and how others perceived her played an essential role in the 

selfies she was willing to make public. She was aware that people evaluated her 

through her selfies. Accordingly, Nicole gave much attention to details. And, she 

produced exceptional selfies. 
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The tension of evaluation was something she dealt with for herself and her 

friends. On one occasion, she was concerned for her best friend who had posted an 

unappealing selfie of herself. In wanting to protect her friend from receiving 

negative comments, Nicole tacitly reminded her of the limits that were appropriate 

for her selfie. In the following dialogue, meaning was constructed and shaped by the 

cultural interaction that Nicole and her friend engaged in: 

Nicole-In my opinion her facial expression, her smile, the thing she was doing 
right then and there. It’s not like, “Oh no, you shouldn’t have done that one” 
like, it’s breaking the law or anything. It’s just, like, laughing at her. Like, it’s 
embarrassing.  From  
June-You did not let her know that she crossed the line? 
Nicole-No, not until I’m face to face with her that way she won’t get 
embarrassed…They’ll [followers] see the comment…so I texted her…She just 
laughed with me. She wasn’t mad. 
June-You said it in a laughing way? 
Nicole-Yeah, cause she knows what I mean, so she took it [selfie] down and 
put a different one. (I#1;pg9) 

 
The interesting thought in the interchange above not only highlighted the 

importance of self-image and how that was represented to a community, but also 

how friends watch out for each other in sensitive ways. In situations such as these, 

social communities bring to bear and imbue goals and values on its members. It was 

learning and making meaning through active social interaction. 

The social activity of taking a selfie meant learning in community. Nicole 

learned how to take selfies from her cousin, her little sister learned to take selfies 

from her, and a friend removed a poorly selected selfie from social media. Learning 

stemmed from the close-knit relationships she had with people in her life. For 
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Nicole, learning also came from a broader spectrum of people who were celebrities. 

She enjoyed looking at and emulating the selfies of famous people. She evaluated 

their selfies with a keen eye for detail. However, this caused pressure for Nicole as 

she compared her selfies to theirs. She felt inadequate about measuring up to 

professionally done selfies with financial resources beyond her reach: 

Famous people, their selfies are different because…they can go out and buy 
stuff and make it look [good]…like foundation and all that. Like, they have 
people to do their makeup so they look a different way than if I were to take a 
selfie…Yeah, I will look so bad compared to someone else…Makes them look 
like they don’t have any flaws. (I#2;pg5) 

 
Evaluating, comparing, assessing, judging, and measuring up were symptomatic of 

some of the struggles that Nicole experienced as she evaluated selfies through the 

lives of celebrities. 

Maintaining a certain standard and keeping a level of self-confidence was a 

driving force behind Nicole’s selfies. She looked forward to getting responses and 

comments on her selfies. “Yeah, to see how many, cause, I don’t know, it just makes 

you happy that the people like it” (I#2;pg2). When she got a heart-eye emoji, a like, 

or a compliment on her hair or eyebrows, she felt the need to maintain a status. An 

emoji is a digital image or icon used to express a message. Nicole stated, “It makes 

you think you did good…Keeps the reputation” (I#2;pgs3-4). When others paid close 

attention, and made comments on quality, Nicole was driven to keep that feature 

polished. If there was an exceptional feature in a selfie, she often got a comment. She 

explained, “They compliment me when I have good hair or eyebrows. We usually 
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point out whatever stands out to us…to know that people like that, you want to keep 

it looking good” (I#2;pg3). 

Maintaining current selfies on social media meant being constantly vigilant of 

her self-image and self-presentation. Nicole had over 700 followers that were 

potential responders to her selfies. She did not outright talk about numbers nor did 

she discuss her personal struggles managing 700 followers. But she did talk about 

the pressure of keeping her selfies current, “Usually it’s because all my friends and 

family want me to post something, and they’re yelling at me because I haven’t 

posted in, like, three weeks” (I#2;pg10). In this example, Nicole presented meaning 

making as an active social process where community interacted with her decision-

making. 

 Nicole exemplified a young girl who enjoyed taking selfies for many reasons, 

whether it was for updating a social media site or showing off an outing with her 

father, “Like my dad buying me Starbucks, I want to capture that” (I#1;pg 6). She 

had perfected techniques for taking selfies and strived to represent herself in a 

positive image. Importantly, there was a rising sense of power and confidence, as 

when she said, “It’s one of the things we can do with our life so far” (I#3;pg6). This 

was a powerful example of how Nicole used selfies to develop a sense of agency and 

control. She desired independence and personal responsibility for her decision-

making and taking selfies gave her that opportunity. She was developing agency that 

helped reinforce her independence and self-image. 
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Nicole and Jenifer, the Selfie Experts, were examples of girls who enjoyed 

taking and sharing selfies with others. Their experiences and expertise illustrated 

some of the typical nuances of girl culture regarding selfies. The word selfie 

generally connotes a specific image in the mind’s eye. For most people, they imagine 

a person with a phone, posing, and taking a picture. However, based on the data just 

expressed by Jenifer and Nicole, a more complex picture of selfies emerged. Figure 1 

shows the nuances that were just beginning to develop surrounding aspects of 

selfies and girl life. Though this first chart is simplistic, it coalesced into a complex 

web of creating, communicating, relating, and shifting and reshifting of identities.
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Figure 1.  Emerging selfie types

Emerging Selfie 
Types

Nicole:
"It's just a picture of a 

person, you take it 
yourself..."

Selfies

Fun Selfies Serious Selfies

Selfies with tears

Jenifer:
"It's a picture of 

yourself..."

Selfies

Family Selfies Best Friend Selfies

Squad Selfies

Peer Selfies Bombed Selfies



 123 

A deeper understanding of the nuances of meaning making is revealed 

through the voices of all 10 participants. The following segment moves the data 

analysis from individual cases to a group analysis of the data. 

Group Analysis of Meaning Making 

Group Perspectives-Selfie Types 

Looking across the data of all 10 girls made it clear that taking a selfie had 

many dimensions. There were different types of selfies for different types of 

purposes that generated different meaning. Specific to the individual selfie, the girls 

discussed two main types: the fake selfie and the perfect selfie. Both were used to 

convey meaning and intent. For example, Adeline, a Selfie Resistor, Thora, also a 

Selfie Resistor, and Jenifer brought up the idea of fake selfies and put them into two 

opposing categories of meaning: 

Adeline-Some [selfies] are fake cause like the girls…when she takes her selfie, 
she’s always happy but you never know on the inside what she’s like, broken 
and sad…doesn’t want to tell everyone that she’s sad. So, no one has to worry. 
Thora-Or it can be the other way around. Like people can be like “I’m so torn 
up inside, nobody loves me.” You know, just for attention, and they’ll post an 
emo selfie. 
June-What’s an emo selfie? 
Adeline-They’re, like, depressed. They cut themselves. 
Jenifer-They show a picture of their arm cut. 
Thora-They are not really depressed but they want attention from others and 
“Are you okay?” 
June-And you think this is being displayed in selfies as well? 
Thora-Oh, yeah…So it can be like she (Adeline) said, how you don’t want 
everyone to know that you’re not really that happy or it can be the other way 
around. (FG#1;6thP;pgs9-10) 
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The girls suggested that the term emo was short for the word emotional and 

projected a more negative and depressive feel to the selfies, whereas the fake selfie 

projected happiness when, in fact, the girl was broken. 

Lisa, a Selfie Partaker, shared a similar account about a difficult situation 

with a family member. She posted a happy selfie with a quote that read, “The good 

thing about having a smile is that other people can’t tell that you’re sad” (I#3;pg10). 

It was a difficult day for Lisa and this was her way of communicating her feelings. 

The mixed message of a smiley selfie and a sad message was her way of reaching out 

to her friends and family. In the examples above, making meaning of life meant 

expressing difficult moments in textual and image forms. Selfies and captions were 

used as tools to explicitly or implicitly express messages to an audience. 

 Closely related to the fake selfie was the fake smile. Thora talked about the 

message behind her selfies. Her goal was to look natural and project a natural smile. 

She made a comparison between a real smile and a fake smile. She stated: 

I try to look natural . . . a natural smile. Not something that looks fake…it 
doesn’t really reach their eyes, I guess you could say…This is something I 
have known for a long time, you know, just kinda picked up on. If it’s a fake 
smile, it doesn’t really linger. Like it just vanishes. But then you know if it’s a 
real smile then it just kinda stays on, you know, the face for a few seconds 
even after you usually stopped smiling. (I#3;pgs10-11) 
 

Adeline also expressed her thoughts about a fake smile. Her comparison of smiles 

was connected to problems or happiness in a person’s life. She stated: 

You can never know when a person’s having a bad day…They just put a fake 
smile on their face…Like all your problems must have gone away but like the 
problems are still there. They can never go away…Your smile says one thing 
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your eyes can say another thing. So, like, in your eyes you’re feeling pain and 
sorrow but like you have a smile on your face . . . When you’re happy your 
eyes are, like all lid up and nice and happy. (I#3;pg7) 
 

Both Thora and Adeline recognized that girls struggle with portraying their true 

emotions in their smiles. Whether it is intentional or from pain, fake smiles transfer 

into the selfie world. As careful observers of people, both girls also made a strong 

connection between the smile and the eyes. These observations showed that Thora 

and Adeline were making minuet distinctions in selfie behaviors. They were making 

meaning of the way they and others orchestrate life through their selfies. 

The group conversation above, Lisa’s experience, and the observations of 

Thora and Adeline showed that emotions were sometimes overt and sometimes 

they were hidden. Conveying the intent of a selfie, whether masked or not, showed 

how the girls made meaning dealing with tumultuous evenings in their lives. As in 

Lisa’s example, sometimes a caption attached to a selfie divulged a sense of the 

intent. Otherwise, simply looking at a selfie did not always reveal the true emotional 

state behind the selfie. Thus, the intent of a selfie was not always clear particularly 

when a girl hid behind a smile. What was understood, however, was that girls 

sometimes made sense of lives difficult moments through fake selfies, emo selfies, 

and sad captions attached to otherwise happy selfies. 

Unlike Jenifer and Nicole, some of the girls in the study resisted taking selfies 

while the other girls were active, but not as intense as the Selfie Experts. All the 

girls, however, had opinions about why and how selfies served them well and how 
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meaning was made. This was evident in another selfie type that the girls discussed, 

the perfect selfie. The idea of a perfect selfie took on different dimensions and 

definitions between the girls. However, all the girls expressed how selfies had value 

and made powerful statements about navigating the contexts of their lives. It was 

not about producing perfection as much as it was about producing a message or 

accomplishing a task. 

 The phrase, the perfect selfie, invokes descriptive words such as flawless, 

unblemished, ideal, stunning, gorgeous, and eye-catching. None of the girls in this 

study used any of these words or anything close to them. In fact, when asked about 

it, some of the girls had nothing to say. Two girls were totally mute on the subject. 

What they did say referred to attitudes, expectations, and unrealistic idealism. Katie, 

a Selfie Specialist, reflected an attitude of determination in reaching her goal of 

taking a perfect selfie: 

I think of determination and goals to take, like, that perfect one…yesterday…I 
told my friend… “You need to take a selfie with me cause I feel pretty and my 
goal is to take one today” …cause most, a lot of people don’t meet goals in 
their lives…and seeing some people make a determination and a goal…It’s 
just like, “Oh, yeah, she can do something, like, she can make herself a goal”. 
(FG#3;4thP;pg4) 
 

For Katie, the determination to reach her goal was the primary ambition. The 

perfect selfie was the result. 

Katie set this goal to reach consistency and patterns in her life and she used 

selfies as the tool. Katie was a driven individual and she liked to focus on tasks. She 

managed her life by putting goals in place and determined to accomplish them. Her 
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desire to set the goal for the day was a power statement about self-control as much 

as it was about obtaining the perfect selfie. This example builds understanding of 

how Katie used selfies to make meaning across a myriad of social contexts by 

making a goal, producing a perfect selfie, and exercising her inclination to be 

determined. 

Lisa had an interesting take on the perfect selfie that drew on her personal 

struggles with self-image. It generally took her 50 to 60 attempts to secure the right 

selfie. She said: 

And then I look at them and I’m like, “Yeah, this is not it.” So, I delete them all 
until later on. When I’m paying attention, I take one and I’m like, “Oh, I look 
really good in that one.” (I#1;pg2) 
 

When asked what made a perfect selfie she stated, “For me, it’s when I’m not paying 

attention to the camera, like if I’m off guard, like, if I could be writing and somebody 

takes a picture of me, I think I look good” (I#1;pg3). When I challenged her on 

whether that would even count as a selfie, she affirmed that it was. When I referred 

to the 50 to 60 attempts, she responded with, “It’s like, eeeew” (I#1;pgs2-3). Taking 

a perfect selfie was unattainable for her. It was much easier for her if someone else 

assumed the task and caught her at a relaxed and normal setting. 

This scenario captured the range and depth of the process that Lisa brought 

to bear on teenage life. Selfies were a mainstay in her life and she had to make sense 

of the daily task of managing her self-image. Meaning making for Lisa involved 

shuffling through the 50 to 60 selfie attempts to find one that she liked. She 
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generally posted two to four selfies a week. It meant relying on friends to take the 

picture for her while she was unaware. Lisa positioned herself simultaneously as 

culturally knowledgeable about selfies and as someone who struggled in taking and 

liking her selfies. What appeared contradictory was really Lisa learning to make 

meaning by understanding and adapting to the values that she had embraced. She 

was in the process of shaping and knowing herself. 

The girls wanted to be perceived as valued members of their peer 

communities. The dialogue below was a good example of how the girls acquired 

ways of receiving, distributing and interpreting ideas. In a conversation on bad 

pictures and school identification cards, Adeline touched on the idealism of the 

perfect selfie with her group and others agreed with her: 

Adeline-Like, the people when they take the pictures, like, they just want to 
edit the picture. They want to make themselves look perfect and not how 
they really look. They want to make themselves look different . . . they don’t 
seem like the person they are. They don’t want to seem like the person they 
are. 
June-That’s a profound comment you just made. 
Jenifer-We’re just telling the truth. Some people just don’t like their picture. 
They want to change. 
Thora-Yeah, you’re supposed to embrace yourself not change. 
(FG#1;6thP;pg4) 
 
Synthia, a Selfie Resistor, expressed a practical approach to the perfect selfie 

with disregard to the opinions of others. A perfect image for Synthia had to do with 

what she liked and what she considered perfect by her own standards and not the 

standards of others. Synthia’s account was telling. 
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When I take a selfie, it’s just taking a selfie. If you don’t like it, I don’t care. I 
barely take selfies and that’s my one selfie. But, like, if I take a selfie that I 
want people to care about, I may take it a few times but I won’t be that 
person who takes 80 of them and says, “I can’t do any of them” and don’t post 
anything. So, like, depending on the mood that I’m in and what I’m posting it 
for, depends on the quantity of how many I take. (I#1;pg7) 
 

The conversation above and Synthia’s statement made clear that the girls thought 

about, wrestled with, and negotiated the idealism of the perfect image. They stood 

against the social pressures of idealism and developed their own opinions of what 

was important to them. 

Conversation on the perfect selfie took on a wide spectrum of meaning. For 

some of the girls, it meant taking many pictures; for others, it meant taking a few. 

Sometimes it reflected an attitude rather than capturing beauty, or it reflected 

determination rather than expressing perfection. Though the concept of a perfect 

selfie never reached a consensus of thought, Baby D, a Selfie Specialist, described the 

process best when she said, “If it looks right then I’ll post it” (I#3;pg3). 

 The girls embodied ideas of perfection from a wide spectrum of 

informational sources. This was important to consider since selfies can be tied to 

perfection. What was a pleasurable activity for the girls could have engaged them in 

unrealistic reconstruction of themselves to fit ideals. However, this type of 

perfection did not hamper the girls in this study. What I saw were girls that realized 

their capacity to act upon their world by assigning meaning to their selfies and using 

those selfies to communicate in their world. 
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Group Perspectives-Self-Image 

Selfies that were intentionally created for representing one’s self-image were 

held to a higher standard, as opposed to fun selfies or group selfies. All the girls in 

this study were influenced, for good or for bad, by the pressure of producing a good 

selfie. When asked about how they liked to represent themselves in their selfies, the 

answers focused primary on facial features, poses, and external applications such as 

clothing and makeup. They shared distaste for overdoing body parts or showing off. 

Lisa’s self-image was illustrated through two different selfies that she shared 

and described to me. The first selfie was relatively centered (S#3). Her forehead 

tipped the top edge of the picture. She was smiling broadly to the point where her 

dimples and braces were prominent. The angle of the phone was taken from a 

slightly lower position. This selfie looked like it was taken spontaneously and was 

aesthetically pleasing. However, Lisa did not like how she looked in it. The second 

selfie showed her off centered (S#2). She looked straight into the phone and had a 

broad smile. She placed the back of her hand underneath her chin, as if to make her 

face the focus. In this selfie, Lisa took care in posing. This selfie was also 

aesthetically pleasing. It was Lisa’s favorite selfie. 

In the following interaction, Lisa described how she felt about herself in both 

selfies. It showed how she used her selfies to make meaning by building concepts of 

self-image: 

Lisa-And then there’s that one. 
June-I love this. 
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Lisa-Eeeew, I think it’s ugly. 
June-Ok, why? 
Lisa-I don’t know, I just think I’m not that pretty. 

 June-I just realize you have braces on. Is that one of the reasons? 
 Lisa-The braces don’t bother me but. 
 June-So, not the braces. 
 Lisa-It’s just. It’s my face. It’s like eeeew. 

June-This is a beautiful picture. But, I think we’re more critical of ourselves 
when we see ourselves. 
Lisa-Yeah…And then there’s that one. 
June-Oh, you’re actually doing some posing. 
Lisa-I did…This is the only one that I like. This one’s like… “Hey look, I’m 
pretty”. (I#3;pgs6-7) 
 

Lisa’s self-image hinged on whether her selfies portrayed a pretty girl from her 

perspective. 

Elizabeth, a Selfie Specialist, represented herself in a simple fashion. She 

explained, “Yeah, like, my smile and how my eyes look in it” (I#2;pg16). She kept her 

description general and did not give many details. Elizabeth captured the consensus 

of how the other girls described representation. However, I sensed that there was 

more that I did not uncover, as the girls seemed coy when talking about their 

personal preferences. It was much easier for them to talk about other girls’ 

individual selfies than it was to talk about their own. 

The girls were more descriptive when talking about looking at other girls’ 

selfies. Lisa said: 

I do, I think about everything like the clothes that they wear…the face…their 
makeup cause some girls put like heavy makeup on, like, too much and then 
some other girls put, like, very little makeup… I’m like, “look how she takes 
her selfie that is way different from this other girl.” (I#1;pgs6-7) 
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Jess, a Selfie Partaker, stated that she looked mainly at “the pose and the face… the 

smile or if they are frowning or sometimes the kind of makeup” (I#3;pg8). Synthia 

made a connection with the smile and the caption, “First, you look at the smile and 

then you look at the caption because of how they are smiling” (I#3;pg14). And, 

Thora said: 

I might notice…their makeup…how they’re wearing it. Maybe the way they’re 
smiling, if they’re smiling, if they’re not smiling. And then…just how the eyes 
look…mostly the eye makeup. Yeah, like the shadows, the eyeliner, and 
sometimes people wear fake eyelashes…I guess the lips too, cause people 
wear lipstick that really pops. And sometimes it’s just like a sheer light 
shade…it’s just interesting to look at. (I#3;pgs6-8) 
 

By evaluating different aspects of other people’s selfies, the girls were making 

meaning of the social and cultural variances in selfie. They noticed and compared 

outer applications, poses, smiles, and captions. These components were of interest 

to the girls as they emulated and made their own application. 

 The group analysis revealed varying aspects of self-image as the girls 

considered how they evaluated peoples’ selfies and how others evaluated them. Jess 

spoke of keeping negative comments to herself when seeing an unflattering selfie, “I 

just keep that stuff to myself…I don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. I would tell 

them that it looks great” (I#1;pg12). However, Jess was willing to hear the truth 

about her own selfie from a trusted friend like Lisa. “I would talk with her and tell 

her that I really wanted to know if it looked good but she’ll probably just say it looks 

good anyway” (I#1;pg13). Thus, knowing whether one’s selfie looked good or did 
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not look good was ambiguous. Likewise, her friend Lisa straddled the same 

sentiment: 

Aha, honestly, it’d kinda be nice of them to be honest with me and tell me 
what they think about my pose and everything. But then again, I like it better 
when they don’t say anything cause I don’t want to get my feelings hurt. 
(I#1;pg5) 
 
Thora was willing to be frank about her older sister’s selfies, on her sister’s 

insistence. However, she was subtle with other girls. She said, “I would tell what I 

think but I’ll be kind of subtle about it. She still gets the message. I would say, ‘I don’t 

think that’s the right, maybe it’s the filter you’re using’” (I#1;pg3). 

Katie noticed selfies that were used to attract boys and the inappropriate 

comments that some boys posted. She chose not to respond to such pictures, but it 

did cause her to make mental judgments. She stated, “It’s not like I’m going to say 

something bad about it but maybe I’ll just think in my head, ‘Oh, maybe they 

shouldn’t do this because if other girls see this…it’s just gonna cause a 

commotion…’” (I#1;pg10). 

The four examples above demonstrated how the girls took precautions in the 

types of comments they were willing to make and receive. Even when they were 

asked to give an honest opinion, they were tentative and watchful. They also 

expected that the same caution would be reciprocated in return. A person’s self-

image was treated with care and respect. 

Self-image and representation were different aspects of the selfie experience 

but they worked together to bring meaning into the practice. Similarly, evaluating 
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and being evaluated was a major facet of selfie life and the girls were quite aware of 

this. It was the nexus of each of these parts that gave understanding of how the girls 

attached personal significance and meaning to the practice. 

Findings on Meaning Making 

Individual Findings 

The findings in this section and in the subsequent three sections in this 

chapter pertain to the participants in this study. Findings are localized to this set of 

girls alone. They are not generalized to the population of girls in general. The 

individual findings demonstrated that both Jenifer and Nicole conveyed a range of 

meaning making acts as they made and shared their selfies. Through the purposeful 

selection of different types of selfies, they experienced an array of thoughts, 

emotions, and relational connections. Both used group or fun selfies in a 

lighthearted way to socialize and record life events. And, they used individual or 

serious selfies as ways to represent themselves and build self-image. In contrast, 

their ideas of a perfect selfie were vastly different. For Jenifer, it was about being 

satisfied with how she represented herself in an appealing way. And, for Nicole, it 

was about using a multitude of tools to reach a level of aesthetic perfection for 

building her self-image. 

Jenifer made the distinction between group and individual selfies. The social 

aspect of taking a group selfie was a major motivation for Jenifer. She used group 

selfies to build intimate relationships with family and close friends. She also used 
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group selfies to build a looser relationship with school peers and photo bombers. 

Jenifer took selfies with others to broaden her social reach and to make meaning of 

her social life. I also found that Jenifer used individual selfies to represent how she 

wanted others to perceive her. She was not interested in making her selfies 

aesthetically perfect but instead, she wanted to reach a level of attractiveness. With 

both the group and individual selfies, I found that Jenifer was about having fun and 

enjoying the process of taking selfies. 

Nicole made a distinction between taking fun selfies and serious selfies. I 

found that Nicole took fun selfie to capture special moments in her life history. She 

was not overly concerned about self-image with these types of selfies. I also found 

that Nicole’s serious selfies focused on image making and self-presentation. These 

selfies were profoundly personal and carried social and corporal capital. Her focus 

was to produce a positive self-image. The focal points in her serious selfies were 

facial features, hair, makeup, angles, and poses. She attempted to capture the best of 

these elements to portray attributes of beauty and confidence. 

Group Findings 

In the group analysis, the girls exhibited acts of meaning making in various 

events. It was observed as they talked about types of selfies and self-image. Overall, I 

found that not all girls were selfie fanatics but one facet or another intrinsically 

captivated all of them. They chose which aspect of the selfie phenomenon was most 

beneficial to them. 



 136 

The concept of selfie types, particularly the sad selfie and the perfect selfie, 

showed that selfies were used to convey meaning and intent that reflected life 

events. However, not all selfies were overt in their meaning as the example of the 

fake selfie, emo selfie, and the happy selfie with its sad caption. Sometimes emotions 

were overt or veiled behind a selfie. I found that merely looking at a selfie did not 

reveal the true state of emotions. The analysis of the perfect selfie was inextricably 

tied to meaning making. The girls thought about and wrestled with the idea of 

perfection. However, it was not about developing skills to produce a flawless selfie. I 

found that it was about the girls shaping social practices and cultural resources. It 

emphasized the diverse ways that they used selfies to convey messages. It involved 

a variety of social interaction and multiplicity of action and reaction from context to 

context. And, it was the girl’s individual interests and goals for communication that 

framed what becomes relevant in her selfies. 

The data on self-image revealed several important points relative to meaning 

making. Except for a couple of girls, most girls were coy talking about their own self-

image. They were more comfortable talking about other girls. I found that all the 

girls were interested in seeing what other girls and famous people did with posing, 

and outer applications such as makeup and clothes. Interestingly, most the girls did 

not wear makeup or they wore minimal amounts. Viewing the cultural aspects of 

selfies was a channel for them to make decisions about their own practice. What was 

reminiscent of teen magazines was extended into the realm of digital trends of girl 
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culture, and much of it done by looking at people’s selfies. Another finding showed 

that the girls were cautious with making and receiving comments as they looked at 

each other’s selfies. Feelings were highly contemplated and words were carefully 

chosen in order not to damage self-esteem. Understanding the social environment 

meant exercising refrain. The girls expected the same caution in return. The 

individual and group findings showed that selfies offered multiple tools and 

strategies for meaning making that were valued within the girls’ social and cultural 

world. They were sophisticated meaning makers who used various texts to 

represent themselves. They constructed identities through their selfies to position 

themselves in their worlds. Table 5 summarizes the individual and group findings of 

the first section. 

Table 5 

Individual and Group Findings-Section 1 

 
Individual and Group Findings on Meaning Making 

 
Jenifer and Nicole 1. Group and fun selfies are social and are used for 

building relationships. 
2. Individual and serious selfies are used to represent 
self and build self-image. 

All Girls 1. Selfie types convey meaning and intent that reflect 
life events. 
2. Emotions can be overt or hidden in selfies. 
3. The perfect selfie is about shaping social and 
cultural practices. 
4. Looking at others’ selfies contribute to forming self-
image. 
5. Girls are cautious about making and receiving 
comments that can damage self-image. 
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In summary, this data set revealed a rich deep understanding of how the girls 

viewed selfies and how selfies took on meaning. All the girls used selfies with a 

sense of purpose and control. This sense of control was in keeping with what the 

New London Group (1996) stated, literacy involves designing and redesigning of 

social events. To make meaning through selfies, girls must have access to resources, 

ways to engage, and the means to create and recreate. 

Relationships 

 This second section explores the significance of selfies in relationships. 

Specifically, this section evaluates how relationships relate to boys, followers, 

family, and friends. For this research, relationship means the way two or more 

people are connected to each other. Building relationships was a key motivating 

factor in the lives of the girls. Maintaining various types of relationships made 

available places where social interaction and identities were explored. 

The analysis below consists of two main parts. In the first part, I reflect on 

the individual cases of three participants. Katie’s case draws attention to 

relationships with boys and friends. Baby D’s case concentrates on concepts related 

to followers. And, Elizabeth’s case focuses on family relationships. In the second 

part, I reflect on the theme of relationships as it concerns all 10 participants. 

Reflection is given to the four categories of boys, followers, family, and friends. 

Table 6 provides an overview of the theme, categories, and sub-categories that are 

explored in the individual cases and group studies. 
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Table 6 

Theme and Categories-Section 2 

Codes Categories Theme 
 
Gender attraction 
Boy selfies 
 
Building followers 
Following others 
 
Immediate family 
Distant family 
 
Bonding 
Peer messaging 
Protecting each other 
 

 
Boys 
 
 
Followers 
 
 
Family 
 
 
Friends 
 

Theme 2: 
Relationships 
 
 

 
Boys 

 For this study, boys refer to young adolescent boys in middle school with 

which the girls had most contact. 

Meet Katie, a Selfie Specialist. Katie was a first-generation Mexican 

American. She had a soft-spoken voice that did not show any trace of an accent, even 

though Spanish was the primary language at home. The first thing that stood out to 

me was her voice, which was soothing and comforting. She was 13 years old, active 

in school band, and involved in a youth group at her church. Katie was the middle 

child of five siblings. She valued her immediate and distant family and liked to take 

selfies to keep in contact with family that lived at a distance. She exchanged pictures 

with cousins from Mexico that she had not seen in six years. She liked to compare 
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the differences and similarities between the families to see variances in genetics and 

liked to ponder over what she had inherited. She also made note of how life was 

different from one family to another 

 To Katie, selfies were okay. She generally posted two to four selfies a week. 

Each selfie took approximately 10 attempts. Her written response to the 

questionnaire read, “I like to take selfies because it helps and lets others know how I 

look. Also, because I personally like the way I look some days. And I want to take 

random pictures” (Q#26). 

Katie had long black hair. She sometimes sported a loose braid that hung to 

the side of her face. Her dark black eyes were always fixed on the task at hand and 

they did not lose focus or control. Her somber intensity throughout the study 

suggested that I had not come to know the other side of her lighthearted personality 

that she described on occasion. This was not a conscious attempt to conceal parts of 

herself from me but rather an effort to stay focused in accomplishing the interview 

task. In fact, she shared deeply and candidly about issues that at times surprised 

both of us. 

During the conclusion of her first interview, I asked Katie if there was 

anything she thought that I should have asked or did not address. Her response was 

illuminating and certainly became a topic of conversation for most of the girls in the 

study. She brought up the topic of boys. Katie also embarked on a topic related to 
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identity construction as girls develop femininity through various social interactions 

related to boys and girls alike. 

Katie’s perspective on boys. After the first interview with Katie, she 

questioned why I had not asked her about boys and selfies. Clearly, conversations 

about boys would become a very important component of the study. I selected Katie 

to represent this category, not because she was actively engaged in attracting boys, 

but because she was the first one to broach the topic. Accordingly, Katie shared 

valuable insight about online gender relationships. 

During our discussions, Katie suggested that girls her age take and post 

selfies to attract boys. However, she made it clear that she was not one to take 

selfies for that reason. Clarifying her position, she said, “It’s not really something 

that I do because I really don’t care if a boy likes me or not. I like being me, just by 

myself and just hanging with my friends, being single” (I#1;pg9). Though posting a 

selfie to attract a boy was not something that she practiced, she asserted that this 

was a driving motivation for most girls and something she observed among her 

peers. Based on Katie’s observations, girls learn about boys by testing and 

experimenting with visual and textual communication. Online contact was a familiar 

and comfortable venue for tech savvy young girls to seek romantic relationships. 

The start of their interests often began with seeing and reading the profiles of boys 

on social media and vice-versa. 
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Though Katie did not deliberately post her selfies to attract boys, the natural 

outcome was attraction. She recounted her experience with a boy that started with 

the comments he made, “There was a guy I really liked and he commented on me on 

my page…Yeah, it got me all happy thinking, ‘Oh, maybe this guy likes me’” 

(I#1;pg10). To Katie, liking and commenting on her social media site made a 

statement about interest. At the beginning, Katie was hopeful to start a relationship 

with him. At the end, she chose to maintain a friendship instead. Katie was active on 

social media. She was aware that boys and girls look at each other’s social media 

sites to look at content and selfies. She was also aware of boys’ curiosities. 

Communicating with them online allowed her to develop and negotiate gender. 

Katie deliberately posted selfies that portrayed her self-confidence to 

communicate to boys and others. Katie shared only one selfie with me (S#1). It 

showed her from the waist up and the phone was angled low. Her body leaned 

slightly out of the frame and turned to a slim right. Her head was positioned in the 

top right hand corner of the frame. One eye was partially out of frame. Her long hair 

was wrapped around to the front and fell on her left shoulder. She looked straight 

into the phone and looked serious. The smile was slight and did not bare any teeth. 

Katie’s selfies were carefully selected not only to portray self-confidence but also to 

avoid social comparisons from other girls. 

Since selfies were sometimes used to attract boys, Katie warned that the 

wrong selfie could have negative effects and cause the ire or consternation of other 
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girls. This was especially true if a selfie was inappropriate or was deliberately 

posted to draw boys’ attention to a specific feature. Posting this type of selfie had 

the potential to stimulate social comparison between girls. By Katie’s account, girls 

look to see the comments that other girls get from boys. She mentioned, “They’re 

like, ‘Oh, look at what this girl did to get this guy to comment on her picture. Cause 

what she is doing on her picture, guys are more attracted to it” (I#1;pg10). Girls 

monitor each other’s social activity and they make note of what attracts boys and 

who attracts boys. 

Katie believed that girls who were not careful with the types of selfies that 

they posted were not necessarily doing something bad, sometimes they were 

unaware and sometimes it was just an addiction. Katie was careful with the selfies 

that she posted and she was vigilant to help her friends. If she saw a selfie that could 

potentially cause problems for her friends, she stepped in, “I’m just there to give 

them a warning about it, so nothing bad will happen to them” (I#3;pg8). Seeking 

relationships with boys was a collective process as girls consulted, supported, and 

advised each other on their selfies. 

Followers 

 For this study, follower refers to those who subscribe to another person’s 

post on a social media website. 

Meet Baby D, a Selfie Specialist. Baby D was a 13-year-old African 

American whose tall stature and shy disposition seemed to contrast with each other. 
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She spoke in a rapid but reticent voice that reflected someone who wanted to 

overcome shyness and struggled to make herself comfortable in new situations. The 

interviews and the focus groups were a staging ground for this tension. However, 

her perseverance to overcome her shyness underwent a tremendous 

transformation that was an inspiration to me and to the girls in her focus group. 

Baby D had a warm smile and gentle eyes. She sported a short haircut that 

framed her face. She described herself as a happy joyful person and said that she 

was never sad. This was an attribute that I saw throughout the study, not in a 

gregarious way, but in a steady genial demeanor. She thought selfies were great and 

generally took five or more selfies a week. She posted between two to four selfies 

using two social media sites. When asked on the questionnaire why she liked to take 

selfies, her written response was simple, “I really don’t know, I just like to” (Q#26). 

She recounted that she knew about selfies and felt that she could contribute to the 

study. 

Baby D liked to shop and participated in sports outside of school. She had a 

penchant for sports shoes, particularly celebrity basketball tennis shoes. She created 

a social media site devoted just to sports shoes. She took screen shots of shoes that 

were created by or for basketball players such as LeBron James, Kobe Bryant, and 

Michael Jordan. Her social media collection showcased bright, colorful shoes that 

she liked and would not mind owning. Baby D had her own personal collection of 

sports shoes, but she did not generally wear these. She reserved them for special 
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occasions. She wore her everyday tennis shoes to school because she did not want 

to ruin her prized ones. 

Baby D liked to listen to music and sing. She listened to many different types 

of artists and music genres such as gospel, R & B, and sometimes country. She 

participated in choir at church and had the privilege of singing a solo. However, she 

sang mostly for her family or when she was alone. She was shy and had a fear of 

letting others hear her sing. Despite this, she hoped to audition for a singing contest 

on a national level in Los Angeles or Atlanta. She said that there were many things 

that she wanted to accomplish but she was self-aware that her shyness hindered 

her. While talking about making music videos she said, “I probably would [make 

videos] …I have to get out of my shyness. I need to do that…I don’t like being shy. 

But it’s just a part of me though” (I#3;pg13). 

On the last day of the study, Baby D made a video of herself singing. She made 

it with the intent of showing it to me and to the other girls. One by one, she let each 

of us hear and see her performance. Her self-confidence grew with each showing. 

Though it was difficult for her to let down her guard, she made giant leaps in 

overcoming her propensity for shyness. Everyone who saw her video was amazed at 

her courage and talent. 

Baby D’s perspective on followers. Baby D maintained two social media 

accounts and each one had different purposes. Her primary account was used to 

maintain relationships with followers that she knew well. The followers included 
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family and friends from church and school. The second account was opened to any 

potential follower and was used to amass a following. The purpose was to build a 

relationship with followers who had an interest in basketball shoes. Baby D 

proactively formed these two social media sites to serve different purposes in her 

online relationships. 

The followers on Baby D’s main account consisted primarily of her friends. 

She described it as “A [place] where you can, like, post your pictures and find your 

friends” (I#1;pg2). One of the selfies that Baby D posted and shared with me was a 

black and white close-up shot of her face (S#1). She was outside but the background 

was obscure. Snowflakes were falling between her and the phone. She was wearing 

a hoodie that hugged her face and highlighted her facial features. She tilted her head 

to one side and looked downward. Her smile was wide and her eyes were bright. A 

wisp of hair fell on her forehead making it look enchanting. It was a perfect mix of 

lighting, ambience, and happiness. The caption on the picture read, “Fantasy life. 14 

Snow Day” (P#1). She described taking the selfie in the following: 

I got off the bus and I was like walking, I looked and outside was the perfect 
lighting and then I just took the picture. And I guess it turned out right. And I 
posted it…I’m always a happy person, and that kinda represents my 
happiness a little bit, I think. (I#3;pg4-5) 
 
Baby D did not represent herself the same on both accounts. On the primary 

account, she gave more personal information about herself. She stated, “…because 

one is more like you actually see me…my first account” (I#2;pg6). In this account, 

her followers got to see a representation of her that closely reflected her true 
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character. Baby D knew her followers well, in her primary account. Her relationship 

with them suggested a personal and intimate connection. This account, however, did 

not include relationships with boys. She limited boy relationships to those her 

parents were acquainted with and approved. Building new relationships with boys 

was not a part of the structure of her primary account. 

Baby D’s second account attracted followers interested in sports shoes. She 

did not post the typical selfie on this account. She used screen shots of desirable 

sports footwear to attract her followers. The sport shoes were an extension of her 

identity as a sports fan and shoe aficionado. Baby D created her account during the 

study. She started with nine pictures and by the following week she had 24 shoe 

selfies. Within a couple of days, she added four followers. Baby D’s goal on this 

account was to reach thousands of followers by building on her shoe collection. She 

said, “I just want, like, to get thousands [followers] at first and then I’ll get bigger 

and bigger” (I#3;pg1). This was a goal that she expected would take her months. 

Based on her previous experience, it was attainable. Two of her previous accounts 

had over 3,400 followers though she did not specify if the accounts were based on 

shoes or something else. What was clear was her determination to reach many 

followers. 

As I inquired about her old accounts and how she got her followers she 

stated, “They just find me out of nowhere. I think. I’m not really sure” (I#2;pg6). 

Although she was not sure where all her followers came from, she was aware that 
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potential followers “test you out” (I#2;pg6) and sometimes asked her to follow them 

in return. This relationship was very superficial and focused primarily on building 

numbers on both ends. She said that she did not get any comments from these types 

of followers, “No, just to follow…they don’t do anything, most of them don’t” 

(I#1;pg6). Baby D believed that having many followers was more important than 

receiving likes or comments for this type of account. 

For this new shoe account, Baby D did develop recruiting techniques to 

attract followers. In one method, she encouraged followers from her primary 

account to check out her shoes. She reached out to those with whom she already had 

a relationship. She also used hashtags. Hashtags are words or phrases preceded by a 

pound sign (#) that are used to identify specific themes on the Internet. She used 

hashtags such as #Nike or #Jordan to find common users and to appeal to followers. 

School was another avenue that she used to attract followers, particularly since 

most of her school friends and acquaintances knew that she liked shoes. This 

recruitment was done verbally and face-to-face. Both approaches gave her the jump-

start to extend her reach. 

On a couple of occasions, Baby D alluded to her shoe pictures as selfies. When 

I asked if posting more selfies attracts more followers, she referred to her shoe 

pictures. “Yeah, it does that…I did post more pictures of shoes and I got a little bit 

more followers…and I got a little more likes” (I#3;pgs7–8). The response from her 
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followers motivated her to find more shoes to post. Baby D believed that the more 

shoe selfies she posted, the more likes, and the more followers she was prone to get. 

Getting followers was important to Baby D but she also liked to follow a 

variety of other people. This included family, friends, famous people, and other shoe 

aficionados. Beyoncé was an example of a celebrity that she followed on Instagram. 

She enjoyed looking at pictures of Beyoncé and her daughter. She also took pleasure 

in looking at Beyoncé’s favorite plants and flowers. Occasionally, Baby D looked at 

Beyoncé’s selfies and noticed her body poses. However, she was not interested in 

emulating her. She said, “No, I do my own thing. Like most people…they’re, like, all 

posed” (I#1;pg3). In this scenario, Baby D was the follower. The relationship did not 

require communication between her and Beyoncé, nor was there any possibility of 

building on the relationship. Baby D looked to other relationships for intimate 

connections out of her primary account. 

Family 

 For this study, family refers to all the members living together in a household 

and includes distant members outside the household such as grandparents and 

cousins. 

 Meet Elizabeth, a Selfie Specialist. Like Baby D, Elizabeth was also involved 

with music and choir. Her connection came through extracurricular activities at 

school. She was a Mexican American and 13 years old. She had long straight black 

hair that she mused about because everyone in her immediate family had curly hair. 
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Elizabeth aspired to be a photographer. She liked to take pictures of nature and paid 

close attention to angles and landscapes. She took two to four selfies a week, yet she 

described her experience as such, “I don’t really like to take selfies because I think 

they’re kind of annoying. But it helps you express how you feel. I rarely take them, 

mostly when I’m bored, I take them” (Q#26). Elizabeth rarely shared her selfies; 

when she did, she used social media. 

 Church involvement was an important aspect of Elizabeth’s life. She was 

engaged with a youth activity called Matachines. She described it as an Aztec dance 

group that celebrated the Virgin Mary. It was performed during Christmas for the 

duration of nine days but her rehearsal began three months prior to performing. She 

and other girls dressed in brilliant costumes and performed difficult dance steps 

around the church grounds. She enjoyed sharing videos and pictures of her 

performances with me and used social media to extend the sharing. It was evident 

that she took great pride in this cultural heritage. 

 Outside of school, Elizabeth spent most of her time at home helping her 

mother with chores, gardening, and caring for the pets. This was not her choice of 

activities but she did so because it was expected of her. Thereafter, she looked for 

opportunities to take naps after long days of school and chores. Weekends were 

reserved for rest and social networking. 

Elizabeth’s perspective on family. Family life was important to Elizabeth. 

She was close to her older sister and brother who attended college. She liked the fact 
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that her sister treated her like an adult. She said, “She talks to me like she talks with 

anybody else. She doesn’t think of me as a little sister. She thinks of me more like an 

adult” (I#3;pg13). She had immense appreciation for her sister’s attitude toward her 

and it gave her a sense of importance. 

Elizabeth took pleasure in spending time with her sister when she came into 

town. She said, “Every time she visits me, she always wants to take a selfie cause she 

hasn’t seen me in a while” (I#1;pg8). Elizabeth was not accustomed to posting the 

selfies to her social media site but her sister was. She would tag Elizabeth to the 

pictures. To tag someone means to create a link that people can follow that enables 

them to see an update. For Elizabeth and her sister, spending time together and 

building memories was a central piece of their strong relationship. 

Together the sisters enjoyed looking at other people’s selfies, particularly 

those that were overdone with makeup and poses. “Me and my sister make fun of 

them cause they make, like, these weird poses. And then, they’ll try to enhance, like, 

some parts of their body, and we’re like, ‘no’” (I#3;pg13). Tongue and cheek, they 

criticized selfies, but it was also a learning time for Elizabeth as her sister guided 

and nurtured ways of being acceptable to the family. 

Elizabeth’s relationship with her brother was also close and she looked 

forward to his visits from college. He influenced her to get involved in the school 

band, which made a lasting impression and motivated her to start playing. One of 

the fondest memories that she had was recruiting her brother to make a video selfie 
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with her and her sister. He reluctantly joined them in a lip-sync to a Minion theme 

song. Lip-sync refers to matching lip movements to a synchronized recorded 

soundtrack. Elizabeth wanted everyone she knew to see the production of the three 

siblings so she posted it to Facebook. She proudly showed it to me. It was 

entertaining, silly, and fun. I noticed a broad smile on Elizabeth’s face when we 

watched the video together. She recalled with fond memories, “Yeah, looking at my 

brother’s face, cause we forced him to be in it” (I#2;pg15). The video selfie made it 

possible for all three siblings to reinforce family bonds. 

Elizabeth mentioned that her whole family was a key influence in her life. To 

her, family extended beyond the walls of her home. There were close ties to family 

members in Mexico and California. Trips to the California beach and Disneyland, 

with immediate and extended family, were meaningful to her. She recalled the 

different visits and vacations with acute fondness. She used these times with family 

members to record memories through selfies and family pictures. 

Elizabeth shared five selfies with me. Three of them were group selfies and 

two were individual selfies. One of the group selfies showed her with her brother 

and sister at the beach (S#4). They were standing on the sand with the beach in the 

background. All three siblings were standing arm-in-arm with broad smiles. This 

photograph was intended to capture a family event. Recording family memories was 

important to Elizabeth. She also took individual selfies. One such selfie showed her 

making a peace sign in front of her face (S#1). Her palm faced outward and her two 
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fingers were positioned at a 45° angle. The palm obscured half of her face. One eye 

and one eyebrow were visible and a part of her lower lip could be seen. She wore 

her earphones and appeared to be listening to music. The phone was angled low and 

she looked straight into the lens. It was difficult to read the facial image since so 

much of her face was hidden. This was likely an intended act. 

Elizabeth made meaningful family connections using selfies as she interacted 

with her siblings and extended family. She recorded events that she used to 

communicate to a wider audience the importance of family life. Although her 

relationship with the family was already established, Elizabeth was proactive in 

strengthening and building her family relationships for her purposes and goals. 

Friends 

 For this study, friends refer to people who share a bond of trust and respect. 

For the girls in this study it includes people from school, church, sports, and Internet 

friendships. 

Katie’s perspective on friends. Here we meet Katie again. She gave her 

perspective on boys in a previous section and now she shares on friendships. 

Friendships for Katie took on a different meaning, as opposed to relationships with 

boys. Katie placed great importance on friendships. She used her phone and social 

media extensively to keep in contact with her friends through messaging and media 

updates. She said, “I can see what my friends are doing. How they are living their 

life. How they’re happy. Just seeing what my friends are doing makes me happy” 
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(I#2;pg6). Katie took on the role of friend very seriously. Daily, she made a 

conscious effort to encourage friends that were having a difficult day. She called 

herself honest and a great friend who was always there for anyone who needed her. 

 Sharing selfies and taking selfies with others gave Katie the opportunity to 

build new friendships and strengthen older ones. As a school band member, she 

often posted group selfies that reflected life in the band. Katie shared how she used 

selfies and profile pictures to build a new friendship with a band member, she said, 

“We’d get into more details on her picture on her profile and my pictures in my 

profile, and then just talk” (I#1;pg3). Most of the pictures that Katie posted were 

group selfies of band members or other friends. “Every time I get on there… I see my 

friends and see who my friends are… how they are truly my friends, the memories 

that we took or that we had together” (I#1;pg5). Sharing selfies with her friends and 

posting them on social media gave Katie a sense of bonding and support. It also gave 

her the opportunity to record events in her life that she shared with them. 

Katie, Baby D, and Elizabeth, the Selfie Specialists, were examples of girls 

who took selfies regularly and were adept about selfie trends. Their perspectives 

exemplified how they build and maintained different types of social relationships by 

sharing their selfies. Figure 2 shows the distinctions of the relationships that were 

important to the Selfie Specialists. Through these relationships, the girls learned to 

negotiate gender, represent their identities to followers, strengthen family bonds, 

and record life events with friends.
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Figure 2.  Emerging relationship types
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A deeper understanding of the concept of relationships is understood from 

the perspectives of all 10 participants. The following section moves our attention 

from individual cases to a group analysis of the data. 

Group Analysis of Relationships 

Group Perspectives-Boys 

The topic of boys was a major focus of conversation among most of the girls 

in this study. Once the topic was brought to my attention and the conversation was 

broached, I expected the girls to simply express interest and curiosity about boys. 

While this was true, they also recounted some personal experiences and some 

general observations they had made regarding social media behavior. Interestingly, 

no one shared about offline relationships. The focus on boys was not surprising 

since learning to negotiate gender relationships was beginning to mature. 

The conversations about boys went two different routes. Sometimes, it 

resembled a bantering such as when the girls divulged weaknesses in how boys take 

selfies. Other times, it resulted in shared personal stories about gender attraction. 

During these interchanges, I sensed an elevation of energy and I could see that 

interest was piqued. I noticed a change in pitch and pace in voices. I saw body 

language shift. And, there was a natural flow of conversation during the focus 

groups. What struck me was that the girls often discussed boys in singularity with a 

mentality of them versus us. Above all else, the girls were curious and very 

interested in talking about boys with their peers and myself. 
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The girls maintained two different types of relationships with boys. One of 

the relationships was friendly. It did not stimulate romantic interests. These boys 

were looked upon as just another friend. The girls rarely talked about them outside 

of incidental mentioning. The other relationship involved romantic interests. This 

was a preoccupation for some of the girls in this study, but that was not the case 

with all of them. Katie mentioned that when girls shared selfies with boys they often 

sought advice from their friends about the type of selfie to post. Katie illuminated 

the fact that girls’ relationships with boys were closely connected to peer 

conversations on selfies, gender roles, and identity. 

For the girls who were more active in making a romantic connection with 

boy, selfies played a role in building these relationships. Some girls sent selfies to 

boys where relationships were already established. Other girls sent selfies to boys 

because of their desire to build a new relationship. Not all the girls shared personal 

experiences about romantic interests, but all of them did share experiences about 

looking at boy selfies on social media. The girls noticed and talked about boys’ 

poses, physiques, clothes, facial features, inserted texts, and physical objects that 

they included in their selfies. Once the girls looked at a boy’s selfie the common 

response was to send him a like. 

Looking at boy selfies was a fascination for some of the girls and they were 

aware that boys reciprocated in like fashion. Synthia made an interesting 

observation while watching her two brothers view girl selfies. She noticed that they 
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looked at the selfies and then made comments to the girls. Girls, on the other hand, 

looked at selfies and sent a like. She stated that girls generally did not comment on 

boy selfies particularly when he was attractive: 

They’re kind of shy to comment on a cute guy’s photo…They’ll like it, then 
they’ll be like, “Should I comment? No, no, yes, no.” Then they’ll just scroll. 
Mostly we look at girls because that’s what we mostly follow, cause you’re 
kind of scared to follow the cute guys in Instagram, cause you don’t know if 
they’ll follow back or anything. So, it’s mostly girls looking at girls and boys 
looking at boys. (I#2;pg17) 

 
The emphasis on acceptance and rejection suggested to me that girls were learning 

to negotiate gender tensions as well as find their way in understanding gender 

relationships. The latter part of her statement was interesting because it was in 

opposition to what other girls were saying about girls looking at boy selfies and 

boys looking at girl selfies. Synthia’s perspective suggested girls look at girl selfies. 

The different perspectives allude to how the girls negotiated and took on gender 

roles in their relationship with boys. Some girls were comfortable initiating contact 

with boys while others were not. When the girls talked about romantic 

relationships, it was always in the context of female/male attraction. No one 

acknowledged a same sex attraction, though the girls enjoyed looking at selfies of 

both genders. 

All the girls talked about and described the kind of selfie they would send to a 

boy. Katie said, “If I were to send one, I would send one more that’s, like, cuter, 

prettier, like, one of my best selfies” (I#3;pg10). Katie emphasized beauty to appeal 
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to boys. This was the overarching response from the girls when the purpose of the 

selfie was to attract a boy. 

True to that description, Lisa shared a selfie with me that she had previously 

sent to a boy. It was beautiful. It focused on her face. She had the back of her hand 

holding her chin up and her eyes glistened (S#2). Our dialogue about the selfie 

showed just how prominent representation focused on beauty. However, at the tail 

end of our discussion, Lisa made an about turn and focused on autonomy. Lisa was 

not irresolute in her thinking, but it showed just how complex gender relationships 

bear on young girls: 

June-This is a beautiful picture. 
Lisa-I sent that to a boy. 
June-Yeah, tell me about it. 
Lisa-And he was like, “Oh, you look so pretty” and I was like, “What the heck, 
eeew, no.” He said, “What are you talking about? Your eyes are like angels. 
Like, you’re so beautiful.” I’m like, “Wow.” 
June-What motivated you to send him the picture? Was it someone you were 
attracted to yourself? 
Lisa-No, I actually don’t know him . . . he asked for a picture so he could see 
what I look like. So, I sent him that one, and he’s like, “Oh, my gosh, you’re 
way more beautiful than I expected.” I was like, “That’s so sweet, thanks.” 
And then he tells me he likes me, and all this stuff . . . he and I are thinking 
about meeting up, like, soon after New Year’s or something. My dad is going 
to allow me to go meet him . . . he’s going to make my brother go with me. For 
our first hang out, we’re just going to go ice-skating. (I#1;pg8) 
 
In the next breath, Lisa’s focus turned and continued with, “Yeah, like, if I 

looked ugly in that picture I would’ve still sent it to him. I would’ve been, ‘Dude, I 

don’t care, I’m not in the mood’…he has to like the ugly part” (I#1;pg8). Lisa was 

filled with wonder as she contemplated a new relationship. Her sense of self became 
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very much organized around the perceptions of someone else’s desire. Lisa, like 

many young girls, was learning to resolve the pressures between pleasing others 

and becoming independent in the world of gender relationships. 

 Sharing selfies was an important activity, but so was looking at selfies. 

Throughout the interviews, particularly in the focus groups, the girls described boy 

selfies in various ways. Lisa made a contrast between the types of selfies boys make. 

One type shows boys in sagging pants, bare-chested, and showing off their abs. 

Thora called it looking “macho” (I#2;pg11). Another type is simply a picture 

focusing on their smile. Lisa also noted how girls preferred one type of selfie to 

another, “Some girls think that the guy with the shirt off is better than the guy with 

the smile. I think the guy with the smile is better” (I#2;pg14). Baby D, Katie, and 

Elizabeth noticed that boys like to take mirror selfies. These types of selfies 

generally focus on the body and sometimes exclude the face. Often a camera flash is 

used to obscure parts of the picture or the body, such as the head. 

The consensus was that girls are better at taking selfies simply because they 

take more of them. However, there was a difference of opinions as told by two Selfie 

Experts. Nicole stated, “Most guys don’t know how to take selfies…it’s not because 

they’re not photogenic. Because some of them are cute but they just don’t take them 

the right way…They just awkwardly smile” (I#1;pg12). In contrast, Jenifer felt that 

boys know how to pose and take attractive pictures but that they take too many, 

“They’re good pictures but they post too many, we [girls] don’t” (I#2;pg11). The two 
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experts, along with all the girls in the study, saw things from their own lens based 

on how they experienced relationships. 

The girls enjoyed playing with gender design and testing gender roles. They 

practiced taking some initiatives with boys but were, for the most part, more 

curious than aggressive. In fact, some girls were tentative about asking boys to 

befriend them on social media. When the girls brought up the topic of boys, whether 

it was based on experiences or observations, it was always in the context of 

innocent play. No one disclosed divergent views or shared about personal 

encounters on an intimate level. At the age of 13 and 14, the girls were just 

beginning to address their interest and attraction to males. Most of the attraction 

was acted upon by looking at boys’ selfies and by making causal contact on social 

media. The data revealed that the girls took a tacit approach to building 

relationships with boys. 

Group Perspectives-Followers 

 Analysis of the group data revealed that there were many variances to the 

concept of followers. For example, the girls detailed who their followers were. They 

shared why they amassed or limited followers and how they targeted specific 

followers for specific purposes. They shared their perceptions of and relationships 

with followers. And, they gave an account of their own actions as a follower 

themselves. Each of these examples, as well as others, showed that followers were 

an important piece of how the girls functioned within their discourse communities 
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and how they supported relationships. In the mix of all this action and interaction 

the selfie was quite prominent. Building relationships with followers meant 

constant communication and the selfie was a messaging tool that the girls enjoyed 

using. 

The type of followers that the girls maintained and the number of followers 

that they amassed was linked to the purpose for building the relationships. Accounts 

such as Facebook and Instagram were generally used to enlist followers such as 

family, friends, and acquaintances. Accounts such as Snapchat and Kik were geared 

toward close friends. Each one was socially constructed to cultivate relationships for 

specific reasons. All the social media sites were relational in nature since each girl 

stressed some aspect of relations. All the girls had an over-arching story that 

illustrated ways in which they came to relate to their followers. 

Sometimes the girls used secondary accounts to attract specific types of 

followers. Lisa and Jess had their best friend account. Though the account was 

created exclusively to record their life events, they did invite followers to act as 

spectators. Baby D had a shoe account. She recruited followers for amassing a large 

following. Nicole had a little sister’s account. Her sister posted horse pictures and 

made cursory connection with a couple of her followers. Jess had a cat account. The 

cat attracted followers that were interested in the cat’s daily life. Overall, the 

accounts served different purposes, attracted different followers, and established 

different types of relationships. 
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Posting many selfies did not necessarily increase a following. In fact, several 

girls pointed out that it had the opposite effect. For example, overachievers annoyed 

Jess. She said: 

[When] someone keeps posting a lot, I like unfollow them cause they’re like 
all over my feed and it’s annoying. So, I just go through and I unfollow them 
like forget about that…I think it’s a point of too many selfies…I just look at 
them as annoying. (I#3;pg1) 
 

Similarly, Nicole said, “If you post too many…I don’t bother to look at them cause it 

blows up your thing…you have to go through like 10 different photos of the same 

person over, and over, and over again” (I#3;pg13). When the girls followed others, 

there was a limit to what they were willing to tolerate with overdone selfies. It could 

mean an instant end to an online relationship. 

There was status tied to the number of people the girls followed as well as 

the number of people that followed them. Being successful on both ends meant 

building your status. Lisa said that “If you stay active and like people’s pictures, 

yeah, you’ll get more followers” (I#3;pg14). Whereas, Jenifer says, “If they like what 

you post and how you post and stuff, they’ll follow you. That’s how you get 

followers” (I#1;pg1). If the goal was to increase the number of followers, they 

maintained a current and appealing social media account to continue to attract 

followers. 

Some of the girls had private accounts and other had public accounts. Those 

with public accounts generally had larger numbers of followers than those with 

private accounts. While talking with Elizabeth about the benefits of a public account, 
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she stated that it allowed everyone to see the account and gave them the option to 

follow or not. She observed that people who had public accounts received many 

followers, likes, and attention, “…to get followers…so they could get more likes on 

their photos and so they would know, like, that a lot of people are seeing their posts” 

(I#2;pg7). 

The girls used various techniques to draw and appeal to followers. Jenifer 

suggested that using shout-outs and tags increased following by reverting potential 

followers back to her site. A shout-out simply means a show of support and 

exposure to a fellow user. Tags identify someone in a photo. It notifies him or her 

that he or she has been mentioned and provides a link back to his or her social 

media site. The line of thinking was, the more followers you have for your social 

media presence, the more effective reach you will have. The better reach you have 

the more potential for followers. 

Nicole talked about how large numbers of likes and comments communicates 

status to followers. She said: 

It just says, you know, a lot of people are following and a lot of people like 
your photo. That they know a lot of people online…some people, they’re 
competitive about how many followers they have and how many likes they 
get. (I#3;pg14) 
 

The competitive spirit was something that seemed to be buried right below the 

surface of our conversations. The reality was that the public persona online had the 

potential to arouse social comparison on many levels. 
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 Safety was an issue that the girls were aware of as it came up on numerous 

conversations. Thora, Lisa, and Katie maintained private social media accounts to 

monitor followers. Thora stated, “I usually like to keep my social media sites private. 

I’m not the real suspicious type but you never know what crazy old bat is going to be 

on social media” (I#2;pg4). Likewise, Lisa said, “I don’t like mine on public because 

there’re creeps out there in the world” (I#2;pg8). Lisa was concerned about who got 

to see her pictures. Her followers were selected by whom she did and did not trust 

with her selfies. She stated, “I would not let them follow me so I know that my 

account would be safe and my pictures will not go anywhere” (I#2;pg5). The three 

girls were wary of unknown followers and took precautions to prevent safety 

hazards by keeping their accounts private. 

A part of following also meant that the girls subscribed to other people’s 

social media sites, thereby creating a spiral of relationships that were multilayered 

and intertwined. Besides the normal set of friends, family, and acquaintances, the 

girls favored following celebrities. They followed sports athletes, movie stars, and 

singers for different reasons. Some girls enjoyed looking at celebrity selfies and 

others did not. Adeline held the following position, “I do follow famous people but 

it’s, like, I don’t really pay attention to the selfies they take, cause, like, I just like 

those people. They’re, like, my role models so I just decide to follow them” 

(I#2;pg7). Adeline looked at the overall content of celebrities’ pages to gain a global 
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perspective of their lives. This was such an important insight that Adeline shared 

reinforcing the idea that selfies constitutes a piece of the whole person. 

Group Perspectives-Family 

 One of the strongest indicators that girls used selfies to build relationships 

came through the efforts of connecting with family. They posted selfie updates for 

near and distant family members to see. They took selfies with family members to 

make and preserve memories. All 10 girls talked about posting selfies to their social 

media accounts to give updates of their daily lives for family members to see. They 

connected with siblings, cousins, grandparents, aunts, and uncles, amongst others. 

 Taking selfies with family members was an activity that most of the girls 

practiced. The examples that the girls shared generally involved taking fun selfies 

with siblings. Adeline and Jess liked taking selfies and video selfies with their 

younger siblings. Adeline took goofy selfies with her little sister for her friends to 

see, “Since my friends like to see my little sister, it’s, like, a ton of pictures of us so I 

put the pictures of us so they can see” (I#2;pg2). Jess and her brother toyed with 

videos selfies when they were on road trips or found themselves bored, “We just act 

silly and stuff” (I#2;pg16). Sibling selfies built bonds and memories for the girls. 

Jenifer recalled a time when her brother attempted to make a video selfie with his 

rap song, “[We] watched it over and over and over again. It was so funny” (I#2;pg8). 

The girls’ enthusiasm in connecting with their siblings was an unexpected finding in 
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this study. The sibling bonding showed how selfies played a noteworthy role in 

family relations. 

Elizabeth, Katie, and Lisa talked about their family relations in Mexico and El 

Salvador. Selfies were important to them for maintaining distant family 

relationships. They enjoyed showing and observing the progression of age, change 

in looks, and updates on family events. Lisa made connections with her stepbrother 

in El Salvador through what she called video selfies. Katie took selfies just to keep in 

contact with her relations in distance places, “We just compare how we look and 

what our life is like” (I#1;pg1). The idea of sending or posting selfies for distant 

family members also pertained to family members who lived near or in the same 

household. 

The role of family relationships was essential in the maturation and 

socialization of the girls. They demonstrated a close sustained relationship with 

their families as they adapted to the maturation process. But this is also a time when 

they began to pull away to establish independence. The transition of sustained 

relationships and pulling away was complex and appeared contradictory at times. 

The girls shared about this tension in different ways. 

In the accounts of Baby D and Elizabeth, their common struggle had to do 

with parents taking pictures of them. Baby D shared about the closeness with her 

family as they supported her through her shyness and aspirations to be a singer, as 

well as other events in her life. But there was a growing rift and a struggle to be 
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independent when it came to her mother wanting to take pictures of her. On the first 

day of school her mother had a custom of taking photographs of Baby D and her 

older sister. This was a way for her mother to record a momentous day in their lives. 

Baby D recounts: 

Every first day of school, she still makes me do that. I don’t like it…Cause, I’ll 
be getting ready. I’m always nervous. And then, like, she’ll be, like, “Come 
take a picture.” …I’ll be, like, “No mom. I don’t want to take a picture.” And I 
won’t smile. She’s like, “You don’t want to take this picture?” and I said, “No” 
and she takes it. (I#3;pg10) 
 

Elizabeth’s rendition sounds similar in that she too did not want her picture taken 

by her parents: 

I think its cause; I think I don’t look good. So, I tell them not to take a picture 
of me but…they force me to take a picture with them. They’re like, “Come on 
you need to take a picture” and I’m like “Nooooo.” (I#2;pg2) 
 

Elizabeth’s relationship with her family was tightly knit, as was Baby D’s. But both 

girls wrestled with doing the normal family activities that they had probably done 

all their lives. However, a turn in growing maturity brought forth unexplored issues 

of control and autonomy in both their lives. 

Group Perspectives-Friends 

 The main types of selfies that the girls took were group selfies taken with 

their friends. Friends were an important element in building relationships and 

selfies were an activity that supported the development. Jess’ relationship with her 

longtime friend illustrated how friendships were embodied in pictures. She showed 

me a photograph that had two selfies side-by-side that were combined into one 
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frame (S#8). Both selfies showed a headshot of Jess and her friend. The poses and 

positions were like each other between both pictures. The first selfie was taken in 

the fourth grade and the second was a recent photo taken in the seventh grade. The 

only difference was that the first selfie depicted much younger girls. Jess kept the 

selfies as a reminder of her relationship with her friend. To Jess, these selfies 

marked the progression of their growing friendship. 

Jess also talked about her best friend Lisa, also a participant in this study. 

Together they established a social media account where they posted selfies solely of 

their friendship. She said: 

We didn’t take pictures of anyone else. But they [other friends] followed it 
and knew about the page…when we would hang out and stuff, we took 
pictures and we would post it, just me and her, me and her together. 
(I#3;pg7) 

 
 When I asked Lisa about the best friend account, her countenance lit up. She 

recalled, “Yeah, Jess and I are close. Her and I are like sisters. We do almost 

everything together” (FG#2;4thP;pg7). The best friend account and the selfies they 

posted were an extension of their friendship. When I asked Lisa, what was mostly in 

her selfies, she stated “My friends” (I#3;pg10). For both girls, selfies were an 

important component of their friendships. This was a thread that I found to be true 

for all the girls. 

Most of the girls expressed how bonding was developed in relationships, 

where an individual voice turned into a collective we, with web like patterns of 

collective thinking. The bonds seemed to emanate in several ways. For example, the 
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girls enjoyed the idea of just hanging with their close friends. Being together and 

sharing life events deepened their relationship. And the familiarity of their collective 

values and ways of being positively affected bonding. Another observation dealt 

with trusting their friends and developing an atmosphere of safety and security. 

Personal actions and conversations could be entrusted in the hands of their close 

friends. 

Several girls talked about the importance of friends supporting friends when 

selfies were posted. The support often came in the form of short comments or 

emojis. This mode of communication was not only welcomed but was sought after. 

The comments that they wrote and received were much in line with “You’re pretty” 

and “You look cute.” The emojis that they sent and received often displayed a kissy 

face, fire, or hearts. Thora explained the meaning of some typical emojis: 

One of the emoji that we usually do is the fire one, and the heart eyes, and the 
kissy face ones. [The heart emoji means] “That looks really nice.” The fire one 
means the same thing, “That looks really good.” The kissy face is more 
friendly. It’s more like, “You look good and you’re one of my friends.” 
(I#1;pg4) 
 
Katie described how communication transpires when she said, “Let’s say 

they put eye emojis, I say ‘thank you’ and I put a heart emoji and I comment back to 

them” (I#2;pg3). Likewise, Nicole said: 

They’ll give you likes, emojis, or they’ll comment funny things. I could get 
those heart eye emojis or I could get a comment. They compliment me when I 
have good hair or eyebrows…we point out whatever stands out to us. 
(I#2;pg3) 
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Pointing out a feature that stood out was another form of assuring their friends that 

their selfie was well done. The girls placed a high value on having affirming peer 

relationships. 

Likes were another way that the girls acknowledged a new posting but 

receiving a like was less personal then a short message or emojis. Either way, each 

contact was short and to the point. The main idea was to send an affirming message. 

Their selfies had the potential to generate considerable responses from friends. The 

objective was to know that their friends saw the posting, acknowledged the selfie, 

and approved. 

Friends were also supportive when a posted selfie went awry and negative 

comments were received. Synthia talked about how close friends watched out for 

each other in the event of a cyber-attack, “They’ll be behind your back, like, 24/7. If 

anybody messes with them, it automatically messes with you” (I#3;pg10). Though 

this may have a trace of aggressive behavior, most of the girls took negative 

comments very seriously and there was a sense of taking care of your own. The girls 

invested much capital in their circle of friends and the capital was worth protecting. 

Thora shared how she would want her friends to come to her defense when 

needed, “It would be very important, you know, cause, I would want…my friends, 

you know, care about what others say to me. And I’d want them to stand up for me” 

(I#3;pg14). The girls expressed a vulnerability associated with posting selfies. Thus, 
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they want friends to give them positive comments and stand up for them when 

others harass them. Support and comments from friends buffer the liability. 

Findings on Relationships 

Individual Findings 

The individual findings demonstrated that Katie, Baby D, and Elizabeth used 

selfies to proactively form relationships that they wanted and that served their 

purposes. Selfies were used as tools to connect with others. Selfies helped them to 

attract boys, connect with followers, stay in contact with family members, and 

reinforce friendships. 

Katie expressed how girls take selfies to attract and build relationships with 

boys. By her account, I found that some girls monitor each other’s social activity to 

make note of who attracts boys and by what means. Sometimes the type of selfie 

used to attract boys caused the ire of other girls, particularly when the selfie was 

deemed inappropriate. I also found that Katie used selfies as a catalyst for bonding 

with her friends. She kept vigilance over her friends’ daily postings to lend support 

and encouragement. 

Baby D built different types of social media accounts to appeal to different 

types of followers. I found that she represented herself differently to her followers 

based on the purpose of her accounts. Specifically, her shoe account targeted like-

minded shoe aficionados and was an extension of her identity with sports. I found 

that these relationships were superficial and focused primarily on building 
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followers. Her mainstream account targeted friends and family and closely reflected 

her true character. This account was used to foster close relationships. 

I found that Elizabeth took and shared selfies with her sister and brother to 

reinforce sibling bonds. She also used selfies to build memories with immediate and 

extended family members. For Elizabeth, spending time together and building 

memories with family members was a central piece of a strong relationship. She 

made meaningful connections with her family using selfies. Through Elizabeth’s 

case, I found that selfies played a significant role in nurturing family relationships. 

Group Findings 

The group analysis showed that relationships were fostered through the 

sharing of selfies. Conversations on boys resulted in shared personal stories about 

gender attraction. Taking selfies to attract boys was a preoccupation for some of the 

girls but not all the girls shared in this practice. Generally, the girls took a tacit 

approach to building romantic relationships with boys through selfies. However, 

when a selfie was used to attract a boy, girls appealed to beauty. Some of the girls 

were learning to negotiate gender attraction and gender issues. Individual accounts 

on gender differed among all the girls but they shared in one specific commonality. 

All the girls looked at and observed boy selfies and they were aware that boys 

looked at their selfies. 

Social media followers added an interesting aspect to the selfie phenomenon. 

I found that the types of relationships the girls built with their followers differed 
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based on the purpose of the media site. Accounts served different purposes, 

attracted different followers, and established different types of relationships. For 

example, if the purpose was to increase one’s social reach, followers were amassed 

and communication was aimed toward a general population. Or, if the purpose was 

to maintain ties with distant family members, followers were intentionally selected 

and communication was personal. Even though the purpose varied from girl to girl 

and account to account, all the girls used selfies as a messaging tool to build 

relationships with their followers. I also found that there was status in the number 

of people the girls followed and the number of followers they had personally 

amassed. The girls were aware of their own numerical standing, as well as, the 

standing of others. Sometimes, the girls knew all or most of their followers. Other 

times, they did not know most their followers because of the sheer volume of 

followers. 

Family members were a natural segment of people that the girls liked to 

share selfies with. Texting and posting selfies for the family built relationships that 

fostered support and affirmation. All the girls posted selfies to stay in contact with 

family. Family membership extends beyond the confines of parents and siblings. It 

includes grandparents, cousins, uncles, aunts, and other distant relatives. The girls 

in this study mentioned each one of these family members as having a positive 

influence on their lives. I found that taking selfies with family members was a 

common practice. An unexpected finding showed that some of the girls were overly 
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enthusiastic about taking selfies with their younger and older siblings. On the other 

hand, some of the girls faced issues of autonomy when taking family pictures in a 

traditional format. Some of the girls felt disconnected from the traditional style of 

capturing a family event, particularly when being told to do so. Taking selfies verses 

traditional family photos was a preferred mode of building relationships with 

family. 

 Friends took a prominent spot in the world of making and sustaining 

relationships, both inside and outside the digital world. Relationships with friends 

offered a sense of belonging in the community where selfies were valued and 

embraced. I found that the role of taking and sharing selfies built bonds between 

friends. Selfies were an important component and extension of friendships. Too, 

there was an expectation that friends would support and comment on each other’s 

selfies. The girls not only looked forward to receiving affirming messages, they were 

very generous in sending comments, emojis, and likes to their friends, as well. The 

girls placed a high value in messages, likes, and emojis to encourage one another. If 

unwanted comments were received, some of the girls talked about the importance 

of protecting each other online. The need for affirmation and support from peers 

was a significant finding. Table 7 reflects the individual and group findings of 

section two. 
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Table 7 

Individual and Group Findings-Section 2 

 
Individual and Group Findings on Relationships 

 
 
Katie, Elizabeth, and Baby D 

 
1. Some girls take selfies to attract boys. 
2. Selfies are used as a catalyst to bond 
with friends. 
3. Selfie representation can vary 
according to types of followers one has. 
4. Selfies nurture family relationships. 
 

 
All Girls 

 
1. Most girls take a tacit approach in 
attracting boys with their selfies. 
2. All girls look and observe boy selfies. 
3. Selfies are used as messaging tools to 
build relationships with followers. 
4. There is status in amassing followers 
and in following others. 
5. Taking selfies with siblings is a 
common and enjoyable practice. 
6. Unwanted comments on selfies elicit 
girls to protect each other 
7. Girls place high value in affirming 
peers’ selfies with messages, likes, and 
emojis 
6. Girls proactively form relationships 
that serve their purpose. 
 

 
In summary, taking selfies was organized around relationships and was 

mutually responsive to boys, family, followers, and friends. By using selfies, the girls 

were socialized and enmeshed profoundly within principal relationships. The girls 

valued the relationships that they had and that they were in the process of building. 
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It embraced a researcher who questioned and prodded for information. The value of 

relationships became even clearer to me on the last day of the study and in the last 

minute that the girls were with me. The last words that I heard came from Jenifer 

when she said, “I feel like you could be a mentor to us” (FG#3;6thP;pg17). Not only 

was I struck by their acceptance of me, but also their readiness to build a 

relationship. The girls showed an overwhelming friendliness not only for me, but 

also for those they included in their social and cultural communities. I got to be a 

part of their community, if only for a short span of time, and I learned that 

relationships matter to young girls in deep complex ways. 

Communication 

This third section is about the importance of selfies in communication. 

Specifically, this section examines how communication relates to cell phone 

technology and social media. For this study, the concept of communication is 

understood as the means of connection to exchange messages, thoughts, 

information, and selfies by technology and the Internet. Phones and social media 

play a role in the way communication is performed by girls. They provide a site 

where social norms are established and identities are negotiated and constructed 

using selfies. 

The following analysis consists of two main parts. In the first part, I discuss 

the individual cases of two participants. Jess’ case highlights the concept of 

technology. Lisa’s case focuses on the idea of social media. In the second part, I 
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discuss the theme of communication from the perceptive of the 10 participants. The 

two categories of cell phone technology and social media are evaluated. Table 8 

summarizes the theme and categories that are examined in the individual cases and 

group studies. 

Table 8 

Theme and Categories-Section 3 

Codes Categories Theme 
 
Phone as a communication tool 
Phone ownership 
Phone status 
 
Social media as a communication 
tool 
Comments, likes, and emojis 

 
Technology 
 
 
 
Social Media 
 

Theme 3: 
Communication 

See Appendix J for Phone Ownership and Usage 
See Appendix K for Social Media Usage 
 
Technology 

 For this study, technology refers to mobile devices that transmit over the 

Internet. Specific to the girls in this study, this includes mobile phones and one 

tablet. 

Meet Jess, a Selfie Partaker. Jess was a white 13-year-old that was involved 

with band at school. She had long straight blond hair and she liked to read and listen 

to music. She had a few select friends that she enjoyed hanging out with. Jess liked 

familiar and comfortable experiences and liked to plan and order her life. She 

mentioned that she was a bit obsessive compulsive when it came to her selfies. She 
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had the habit of deleting all her selfies from her phone and on her social media 

account; she kept her selfie count to an even number. While she was persistent in 

deleting and numbering her selfies, she kept a lighthearted outlook by laughing at 

herself. 

 Jess enjoyed talking about her future, especially her educational goals. She 

aspired to attend Texas A & M University to become a marine biologist. She went so 

far as to plan where she would want to live while in college. It was evident that Jess 

had put a considerable amount of time thinking about hopes and opportunities. She 

talked extensively about going on a school-sponsored field trip to Florida for a 

marine project. In a positive way, Jess was consumed with the prospect of her life 

and her goals. 

Jess posted approximately two to four selfies a week and it took her three to 

four attempts for each one. She wrote the following thoughts on her questionnaire, 

“[It] gives me something to do when I’m bored, when people like or comment on it, 

it makes me feel pretty” (Q#26). To Jess, selfies were a way to entertain herself, 

especially when boredom set in. Selfies also provided an avenue for communicating 

with her followers. Comments from her friends were important to Jess, particularly 

if they made positive comments. Comments had an emotive effect and they gave Jess 

a sense of affirmation. On another occasion, she talked about these effects and said 

that it was not something that affected just her but that it was more widespread, 

“Some of my friends, they say something like, ‘Oh, you’re so pretty’ and stuff like that 
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and it makes me feel good. It builds your self-confidence…I think it’s mostly younger 

girls, I think, around my age” (I#1;pgs10-11). Though Jess did not post many selfies, 

she acknowledged the positive effect they had on her confidence. 

Jess’ perspective on technology. Jess did not like watching television. When 

she was at home, she preferred her phone and on occasion she used the home 

computer. The phone was the primary technological tool that she used. Daily, she 

spent an average of an hour on her phone and an hour on social media. The phone 

was an important tool of communication for her. She used it to text friends and to 

interact on social media. Technology for Jess was her phone. 

Jess got her first phone when she was 10 years old. For three months, she 

pleaded for a phone until her mother relented. Jess even recruited her grandmother 

to help convince her mother that there was a need for a phone. Though her mother 

did not have the resources to purchase a phone, the mother finally agreed that Jess 

needed one for emergency reasons. Jess did not use her first phone to make phone 

calls in a conventional way. She used it for texting friends. And, even though her first 

phone had a back camera and was not conducive for selfies, she enjoyed talking 

selfies. 

Jess was very savvy about technology particularly when it came to phones. 

She recalled every phone she owned in detail. Jess’ second phone was a Galaxy S3. It 

was a hand-me-down from her mother but an upgrade for Jess. This phone had a 

front camera, which meant that she could take more selfies. Other models ensued. 
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During the study, Jess had the privilege of upgrading to any phone she wanted. She 

immediately picked an iPhone 6S. Jess did not think twice about all the different 

options. She knew exactly what she wanted. She said it did not make a difference in 

her selfie taking but it did enhance her texting. With just four days of ownership, she 

was more socially active. What used to be five minutes a day of texting became 25 to 

30 minutes a day. 

Phone ownership was important to Jess. It gave her a sense of safety. It 

allowed her to communicate, socialize, and learn. She said: 

It’s pretty important, like I said safety reasons…or if I have questions about 
my homework of something, I can just text one of my friends. And, like, 
staying in touch with other things, like when I go on Facebook, like, when the 
whole Paris attack happened. It was all over Facebook and that’s how I 
figured it out. (I#2;pg6) 
 

The phone allowed Jess the freedom and independence to manage her life. It gave 

her access to social relationships and kept her abreast of world events. 

Due to parental and school controls, there were times that Jess had to live 

without her phone. On several occasions, she had it taken from her at home, by 

parents and at school, by teachers. At home, Jess and her brother had their phones 

taken away for an entire week, which resulted in a week of complete boredom. She 

said, “But since I wasn’t allowed on my phone we had to figure out something else to 

do. It was kind of boring” (I#2;pg7). At school, teachers picked up phones if students 
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used them without permission or if notifications or ringers were disruptive. Jess 

recounted a recent time when that occurred: 

Actually, I got it taken away this morning. I was in first period and someone 
texted me. I think it was my mom . . . the teacher took it up . . . they’re like, 
“You can get it after class or you can come get it after the day is over.” Yeah, 
in church and school, it just goes off and oh, gosh. (I#2;pg7) 

 
Being without her phone was a break in daily routines and was a difficult situation 

for her to deal with both at home and school. 

 At Jess’ school, phones were allowed for picture taking only on occasion and 

with teacher approval. During homecoming and on an early release day, Jess asked 

her Social Studies teacher for permission to take a selfie and he allowed it; she said, 

“Not very many of them (are willing), maybe one or two” (I#1;pg7). This gesture 

was important to Jess because the teacher saw significance in her desire to capture 

an important event in her life. However, sometimes permission was not sought and 

Jess took pictures anyway, undercover and on the side. Jess recalled a time when she 

took a selfie in class without permission, “Yeah, we were like hurry, hurry, hurry. He 

was sitting over at his desk” (I#2;pgs18–19). Jess conformed to the phone rules of 

home and school, but occasionally she tested the limits. 

 The most important aspect of phone usage was communication for Jess. 

Selfies played an important role in this communication as Jess received and gave 

feedback on postings, particularly since she liked to post a lot of comments. She also 

enjoyed receiving comments from her friends. Receiving likes or emojis was 

satisfying, as well. But likes and emojis were not as important as comments for her. 
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Likes sometimes left her wondering about a person’s thoughts. For example, she 

said, “Well, the person saw it [selfie] and I kind of, like, ‘Oh, look this person saw it, I 

wonder what they think about it?’ It tells me who liked it” (I#1;pg11). Receiving 

likes and emojis was good, but receiving comments was better in Jess’ opinion. 

 The comments that Jess received were always positive. She did not worry 

much about receiving negative comments on her selfies. She said she could not 

remember a time when she ever received a bad post. She saw, however, negative 

comments that were sent to others. When this happened, she was willing to 

intervene on behalf of her friends. She said, “I message that person, like on direct 

message and I tell them, ‘Hey, that was really rude’ something like that…they’ll read 

it and not answer” (I#1;pg11). Jess preferred that negative comments stay out of 

public view, “I would rather just talk to them one-on-one instead of having everyone 

read it. And then comment and get in my business” (I#1;pg13). For Jess, 

communication was important for receiving positive support from her friends. It 

was just as important to give support by sharing positive comments and defending 

her friends. 

 Looking at and commenting on each other’s selfies was common practice for 

Jess and her friends. While talking on the topic of seeing unappealing selfies within 

her circle of friends, Jess took an interesting position. Instead of making a 

constructive comment, she would choose not to make any comment, “I just keep that 

stuff to myself…I don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings” (I#1;pg12). And, even 
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though a friend may ask Jess to critique her poorly made selfie, Jess would respond 

with a positive comment, “I would tell them that it looks great” (I#1;pg12). If Jess 

were to ask for honest feedback from her best friend, the same careful approach was 

practiced, “I would talk with her and tell her that I really wanted to know if it [selfie] 

looked good but she’ll probably just say it looks good anyway” (I#1;pg13). 

Communication for Jess was about support and not necessarily about honesty. 

Social Media 

 For this study, social media refers to online communities where information, 

selfies, and personal messages are shared. 

Meet Lisa, a Selfie Partaker. Lisa was a Hispanic girl with a petite frame, big 

dimples, and a feisty attitude. Her straight black hair framed her head and fell just 

below her slender shoulders. By outward appearance she was unassuming, 

however, she was a force to be reckoned with. Lisa spoke her mind and was blunt 

about her opinions. By day, Lisa liked to plan, focus on her Spanish class at school, 

and enjoyed “hanging” with her many friends. By night, she liked her music and 

enjoyed the company of her immediate and extended family. 

Lisa was the middle child. However, she broke all the typical stereotypes 

about middle children. She was bold, talkative, and driven. She was independent, 

thought outside the box, and did not appear to conform to peer pressure. Despite 

this, Lisa had to work hard at embracing her appearance. Though an exceptionally 

beautiful girl, she struggled with seeing her own image in selfies. When she took 
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selfies, she went through great lengths to conceal her face with hand signs, such as 

the peace sign. She used hand signs so frequently that it became habitual. When she 

or others took her picture, she automatically put her hand to her face. Even so, Lisa 

did not resist taking selfies. She posted two to four selfies a week, but it took her 

over 50 attempts to find one that she was willing to keep and share. On the 

questionnaire she wrote, “I like to take selfies when I’m bored or when I [am] with 

friends and family” (Q#26). 

At the beginning of the study, Lisa talked tough and seemed very self-

assured. Indeed, she did not mince words about selfie behaviors that she did not 

like, such as overdone makeup or overexposed flesh. She likened her personality to 

her father’s when she said: 

Yeah, I have my dad’s personality big time. He’s one of those people who will 
go straight up to your face and will say something nice or say something 
mean to you and won’t regret it. And I apparently caught that from him. 
Yeah! (I#2;pg2) 
 

Through this shelled exterior, I saw a girl negotiating the social world around her. 

In time, I came to realize how truly sensitive and compassionate Lisa was 

with those she trusted. That was most evident in her love and connection to her 

family, which was a consistent topic in our conversations. In one of the last group 

meetings, Lisa shared the devastating news that her 15-year-old brother had been 

hurt in a basketball accident while playing with friends. He ended up in the hospital 

on Christmas day with bruises and a broken arm and leg. He would be in a 

wheelchair for a year. The family was devastated and was left with more questions 
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than there were answers. Lisa was broken to the point of tears. Her shell came 

down. Lisa exhibited a degree of vulnerability, not only as she let her guard down 

about family life, but also regarding her life as a young adolescent girl owning, 

accepting, and sharing personal images of herself. 

Lisa’s perspective on social media. Social media was very important in 

Lisa’s life even though her family was not a big fan of it. Lisa maintained four active 

accounts-Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Kik. She preferred Instagram, but 

Snapchat and Kik were still intriguing for her. In the following, she explained how 

she used Snapchat, “I can take a picture of myself and write something and put it on 

my story so all my friends, on Snapchat, can see it. It last 24 hours. They [friends] 

just go to it naturally” (I#1;pg11–12). Lisa checked Snapchat every day after school 

to see her friends’ updates. She had 24 to 25 friends on this account. Their postings 

were generally a few seconds long to view. Lisa liked to use Kik because when her 

phone was not turned on, she used the app through other devices to text her friends. 

The devices generally did not include her home computer. The computer was not 

used for social media but for more mundane activities such as accessing movies on 

the Internet. She said, “We don’t use it [computer] to get on social media. We just 

use it to watch movies on it” (I#2;pg11). 

Lisa chose to make all her social media accounts private. She explained the 

difference between private and public: 

In private, they have to request to be friends with you on Facebook, or to 
follow you on Instagram, or to add you on Snapchat, or Kik. And then in 
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public, they just follow you instantly and be friends with you instantly. 
(I#2;pgs7–8) 
 

She acknowledged that the benefit of going public was to amass a large following, 

but she was cautious of unknown followers. “I don’t like mine on public because 

there’re creeps out there in the world and my mom always taught me to protect 

myself” (I#2;pg8). Safety issues were a concern for Lisa, which is why she chose to 

make her accounts private. 

 Though Lisa’s mom guided her in the ways of using social media, her parents 

did not establish any parental rules for Lisa to follow. She said, “They honestly don’t 

care, as long as I use it properly and don’t go crazy” (I#1;pg11). As far as she knew, 

her parents did not monitor her social media use. However, she was unsure if her 

parents had controls or filters on her phone. 

 Even though Lisa did not have to deal with parental restrictions it did not 

mean that she was without parental oversight. Lisa recounted a time when her 

mother became aware of her social media activity at a time when she did not 

exercise caution: 

My friend, she sees me not wearing makeup and she was begging to do my 
makeup. So, I said, “Okay, I guess you can do my makeup.” So, she did my 
makeup and I looked like an 18-year-old…and then she’s like, “Here, put on 
this shirt.” It was like a crop top. I don’t wear stuff like that but we’re only 
[pretending]…I put on the crop top. Made me put on some booty shorts. So, I 
did that too. Stood in the mirror and I’m like, Gosh, I look like a total, what’s 
the word I want to use? Like a slut sorta-ish kind of…so she took the picture 
and she posted it on social media. My mom saw it…she started yelling at 
me…I tried to explain to her that it was just us playing around…so I got in 
trouble but she got over it. She follows me on Instagram, my mom. And she’s 
always going on the photos I’m being tagged in. And I was tagged in that 
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photo and she saw it. She was, whoaaa, just mad…I’m fine, I understand. She’s 
being a mom. (I#3;pgs14-15) 

 
Lisa recalled this incident by way of her relationship with her mother and the 

respect that Lisa had for her. She became acutely aware of her mother’s 

disappointment and this resonated with her. This caused her to be more discreet 

with her selfies, thereafter. 

 Lisa generated selfies based on mood. If she felt good, she would take a selfie 

and post it to one of her social media sites. She anticipated the notifications and the 

responses she got from her friends. She stated, “It gives you notification if somebody 

likes or comments it and so when someone likes my Instagram picture or selfie that 

I posted, I go look at who liked it” (I#2;pg6). If Lisa was in a sad mood, a sad selfie 

was produced. However, she did not post these types of selfies to her social media 

accounts. “I really don’t go on social media and post sad photos cause I don’t like 

people knowing my business” (I#3;pg12). This type of selfie was a private matter to 

her. 

Receiving messages and likes was important to Lisa, but with a little less 

intensity. The messages that she shared with me were similar in nature to those that 

her best friend Jess had given me. Lisa described the messages as such, “Well, most 

of them [messages] are like, ‘You look so pretty in this’ and I’m just like, ‘Oh, thanks’” 

(I#1;pg5). Lisa expressed that she preferred to get honest comments about her 

selfies, whether good or bad. Then again, she liked it better when followers did not 
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say anything negative because she did not want to get her feelings hurt. 

Communication in this respect was tentative for Lisa. 

Lisa compared herself to her friends and understood that her approach to 

posing and taking selfies was different. While her friends wore makeup, she chose 

not to. Her typical pose consisted of a straight look into the lens. She usually smiled 

showing her teeth. And she tried to cover her face as much as she could with her 

hand signs. Talking about hand signs, she said, “Some girls do it to fit in. Other girls 

do it to cover their ugly face that they think they have. I do it for that reason. Other 

girls just do it for fun” (I#2;pg15). As Lisa and I talked further about this topic, she 

contemplated how future selfies might look, “I think that will change but I don’t 

know. I guess as I get older and I realize that I’m pretty and I don’t need to cover my 

face” (I#2;pg2). Lisa had attractive features but she had not come to terms with her 

self-image, a position that I saw reflected in some of the other girls. However, Lisa 

was willing to face it head on and discuss it. 

 Jess and Lisa, the Selfie Partakers, were examples of girls who took selfies on 

occasion with less enthusiasm. They introduced the importance of selfies in 

communication. Their experiences included the use of technology and social media. 

Through these tools social norms and identities are constructed. Figure 3 illustrates 

the distinctions that the girls made as they considered forms of communication and 

selfie life. 
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Figure 3.  Emerging communication types 

Communication 
Types

Technology

Jess: 
Phone ownership is 

pretty important

The phone as a primary 
tool for communicating

Conforming to phone 
rules at home and 

school

Receiving and giving 
comments

Communication was 
about supporting 

others

Social Media

Lisa:
They can comment and 
tag you in the comment 

that they liked you

Social media as a 
primary tool for 
communicating

Private accounts for 
safety precautions

Parental oversight

Comments, likes, and 
emojis

Communicating and 
dealing with self-image
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The distinctions of communication are better understood through the 

perspectives of all 10 participants. The following section moves the data analysis 

from individual perspectives to a group analysis of the data. 

Group Analysis on Communication 

Group Perspectives-Technology 

 In this study, communication was paramount in the world of technology and 

social media. All the girls had mobile devices and social media accounts that gave 

them instant access to their friends and family. The similarities among all 10 girls 

regarding the use of technology and social media were striking. Four things were 

prominent. First, they all used social media to stay in constant communication with 

others. Second, they all owned mobile devices and all but one had phones. Third, 

technology and social media was not an optional preference; it was a way of life 

without any conception of life outside a digital world. Fourth, communicating using 

mobile devices and social media encompassed hours of attention. 

None of the girls in this study spoke about using their phone to talk with 

their friends in a conventional way. On occasion, they used video chat programs 

such as Skype or FaceTime to communicate. Texting or messaging on social media 

was the preferred mode of communication. A couple of girls mentioned that they 

had to talk on the phone with their parents simply because their parents did not 

understand current technology. Thora recounted a story about her grandmother’s 
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attempt at texting, “Whenever I text her and she text me, it’s in 30 different texts 

with, like, 10 words in each one. She hits the send button at just random intervals” 

(FG#2;6thP;pg10). The girls were not bashful talking about the shortcomings of 

older parents or grandparents who lacked technological expertise. What was a 

difficult undertaking for some of their older family members was a natural task for 

the girls. 

 Phone ownership was an important element of daily life for the girls. Some of 

the girls got their first phone at a very early age. Lisa got her in second grade, 

Synthia was six years old, Jenifer was seven years old, and Jess and Nicole got theirs 

when they were 10 years old. These five girls received their phones from parents for 

safety reasons. On the onset, none of them actively texted or talked on the phone but 

they mentioned playing games on the phones. Recent acquirers were Katie and 

Thora who received their phones within the year. Elizabeth and Baby D owned a 

phone for two years and Adeline used her notepad for communication. 

Phone ownership was obtained through various ways, such as parent 

decision, begging and pleading, and secondhand use. Thora recalled: 

I got it at the end of last year. I didn’t think I would be getting a phone until I 
was able to pay for it myself, but I didn’t really mind. So, I was surprised that 
my mom let me have her old phone. (I#2;pg5) 
 

Katie did a little arm-twisting with her parents to get a phone. She worked for her 

phone by doing chores for her mother and father. She babysat for her brothers and 
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sisters. She chose not to go out with her friends to demonstrate responsibility to her 

parents. Katie talked about when she got her first phone. 

I actually got a phone two weeks before school started…My mom really didn’t 
want to give me a phone but I was going to convince them to give me a phone 
cause there are a lot of things in eight grade and a lot of projects after 
school…But I wanted to stay in contact with friends and be on social media 
and not be that one girl that’s left out without a phone. (I#1;pg8) 

 
Besides needing a phone for the reasons, she listed for her parents, one of her 

priorities was communication and socialization with her friends. It was important 

for Katie that she was on even status with the rest of her peers. 

 The girls were savvy about technology and were well educated on current 

phone models. Often, the girls talked about owning newer and better phones. Phone 

ownership and phone status took center stage with some of the girls. Comparing 

and testing each other’s phones gave them the opportunity to be exceptionally 

knowledgeable about current technology, far more than their parents. But, without 

financial resources, the girls relied on parental timing and purchasing. Synthia 

talked on numerous occasions about wanting a specific phone. Her story was an 

example of how some, but not all, of the girls asked, maneuvered, and pleaded for a 

new phone: 

[I want] an iPhone…I’ve never had an iPhone…so I asked my mom and she 
told me “No.” Then I asked her again… “How about for my birthday?” She’s 
like, “No.” …I’m like, what if I get straight A’s all year? And you give it to me 
over the summer. She’s like “No.” So I’m trying to find a way to change her no 
into a yes…I don’t know what to do. I want an iPhone so bad. It’s not even 
funny. (I#2;pg1) 
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And again, Synthia talked about wanting an iPhone. “We’re with Team Mobile. 

Verizon is having a sale where I can get an iPhone 5C for $18 a month. I was talking 

to her about that and she told me ‘No’ and I said, ‘Why’” (I#2;pg12). Yet again, she 

said, “I’m still trying to convince them to do that. It’s still not working. I’ve gonna 

wait till I can buy it myself” (FG#2;4thP;pg1). Though Synthia’s pleading intensified 

with her mother, her parents did not relent. 

There was prestige and status in owning a phone. Some of the girls felt 

pressure when they did not own a phone, or their phone was a cheap version, or a 

certain function on their phone was broken. Many of the girls talked about having 

their phones in the shop for repair. Jenifer felt the sting on multiple levels. Early on, 

she owned a track phone that allowed her 250 minutes of talk and text time per 

month. This limited her communication access. Her current phone had a cracked 

screen and though she wanted to show me some of her selfies, the images were too 

disfigured to see. When I asked Jenifer about the importance of phone ownership 

she did not focus on ownership. Instead she focused on the perception that others 

had of her because of her phone. She said, “I just don’t want people to talk about me” 

(I#2;pg6). And again, she mentioned, “I hate when people talk about other people’s 

phones. It doesn’t matter. Some people might be less fortunate but that’s their 

phone” (I#2;pg6). On another occasion, she talked about how it was torture in 

middle school to be without a phone and how in the future, her daughter would not 

get a phone from the Family Dollar store. She acknowledged that she did not own a 
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suitable phone for doing the things that she wanted to do. If she could she would use 

a new phone to watch movies, play games, read books, listen to music, and do 

research for school. Toward the end of the study, Jenifer got a brand-new phone for 

Christmas. The social stigma had lifted. 

 The girls used their phones for many purposes. Primarily they used them for 

texting their friends and getting current on social media. Several of the girls 

mentioned that they listened to music. Others liked to search the Internet and some 

stayed in touch with national and world news. Others watched videos on their 

phones for entertainment. Sometimes, teachers asked the girls to use their mobile 

devices to capture work on the board. Occasionally, they made or received a phone 

call from a parent. They used phones for security and safety. And, all of them used 

their phones for taking selfies, albeit, some more than others. Of the nine girls that 

owned a phone, seven of them used their phone extensively. 

 Thora and Elizabeth made it clear that their phones were important to them 

but that they did not rule their daily lives. Thora took exception to adults who 

believed that all young girls were on their phones continuously. During a church 

youth meeting, the youth pastor made a comment about phones usage to the group. 

Thora recalled: 

She’s like, “I bet you never read books. I bet you’re 24/7 like this.” [Thora 
imitates texting on her phone]. And that kind of offended me because you 
can’t make those sorts of assumptions, because not every single teenager is 
like that. (I#2;pg10) 
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Elizabeth enjoyed texting her friends but found that it was not necessary since she 

got to see them at school every weekday. However, she did say that the phone was 

important if she was by herself or she needed it for contacting her parents or for 

emergencies. 

From a different perspective, Katie said that the phone was important 

because she could communicate with family and friends: 

My phone really makes me happy cause I can see what my friends are doing. 
How they are living their life. (I#2;pg6) 
 

Phone usage took on many dimensions for communicating but it was not generally 

used for talking in the traditional use of a phone. 

Group Perspectives-Social Media 

 All the girls used social media to stay in communication with friends and 

family. The level of use and the number of accounts varied from girl to girl. The most 

common sites that they used were Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, and Kik. Five of 

the girls had private accounts, three had public accounts, and two girls had a 

mixture of both private and public. While talking about the differences of private 

and public accounts, the girls were basically agreed on the benefits that each had to 

offer. The consensus was that they screened potential followers in the private 

accounts and automatically accepted any interested followers in the public accounts. 

Katie could screen out those who she did not trust in her private account. She 

stated, “Say, somebody you can’t trust them with the pictures…I would not let them 

follow me, so I know that my account would be safe and my pictures will not go 
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anywhere” (I#2;pg5). Katie’s precaution about unscrupulous followers compelled 

her to make her social media accounts private to protect her pictures. A couple of 

other girls also talked about using caution in general. Thora stated, “I usually like to 

keep my social media sites private. I’m not the real suspicious type but you never 

know what crazy old bat is going to be on social media” (I#2;pg4). Baby D simply 

said, “Like, you’re careful. Don’t do things you’re not suppose to do.” (I#1;pg8) This 

was the extent any of the girls speaking directly on potential problems with 

followers and private accounts. 

Caution was not always exercised when it came to initially establishing a 

social media account. The age limit for the four media sites most popular with the 

girls is 13 years-of-age. However, some of the girls opened their account long before 

reaching that age. Lisa said she opened all four of her accounts when she was in 

sixth grade. Synthia opened her Facebook account when she was 10 years old. On 

the other hand, Thora recently opened her Facebook account because she had just 

turned 13 years old. She followed the age requirement. Her new account had two 

pictures in it. The other girls did not mention when they opened their accounts, but 

they talked openly about the false birth dates they listed on the accounts: 

Synthia-I’m 26 on my Facebook. 
[Giggles among all the girls] 
Katie-I’m 18. 
Elizabeth-I don’t know how old I am. 
Synthia-I’m turning 27. 
[Laughter among all the girls] 
Jess-I think I’m like 50 something, because I just scroll and I just pick one. 
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Lisa-I put a fake birthday because I don’t trust the social media with my 
birthday. (FG#1;4thP;pgs6-7) 
 

The girls did not always follow the guidelines for opening an account nor did they 

always list their correct age. 

The different media sites were set up for different purposes. Jess used 

Instagram to post specific types of selfies, “It’s just like pictures of me…when I take a 

picture on Instagram, I will look pretty in it” (I#1;pg5). When she posted pictures on 

Facebook, she included photos of family and various other events. She said, “I don’t 

post [selfies] on Facebook that much. I just use it to stay in contact with social stuff 

like the news, and stuff, and family” (I#3;pg8). Jess had a second Facebook account 

that was exclusively dedicated to pictures of her cat, Patches. It had 421 followers. 

Followers were updated on Patches’ antics. 

Katie also had accounts set up for specific purposes. She had an Instagram 

and a Snapchat account. While both accounts were primarily used for friends, 

Snapchat was reserved for intimate friends. Katie stated, “In Snapchat, it’s really just 

about my closest friends. So, I post more, like, me pictures. Like, more of what I am” 

(I#2;pg10). Nicole used Snapchat in basically the same way, “Well, Snapchat, I mean, 

you just talk to your friends back and forth and send funny photos” (I#1;pg11). Lisa 

shared how features of Snapchat encouraged selfies and storytelling. She explained, 

“There’s this section called story. Like, let’s say I can take a picture of myself and 

write something and put it on my story so all my friends on Snapchat can see it. It 

last 24 hours” (I#1;pg11). However, not all the girls used the popular Snapchat. 
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Thora had a different perspective, “I know a lot of people have Snapchat and 

Twitter. That just seems so confusing. I don’t think I would want to. Yeah, I don’t 

think I would be interested in getting Snapchat or Twitter” (I#2;pg3). For the girls 

who used Snapchat, it was the primary social media site to meet with their closest 

friends. 

Managing multiple accounts meant keeping current on feeds, followers, tags, 

and updates. Some girls traversed from one social media account to another and 

back. Jenifer’s exemplified the typical routine when she shared: 

If Instagram is boring, like, I would be searching, searching, searching, 
searching, I would get tired. I would get off of Instagram. I would get off it if 
there’s nothing interesting. I’d get on Kik. Nobody kikked me, so I’d get off 
Kik…If you really stuck to it, it would be hours because I’ll be talking to 
somebody or I’ll be looking at something. (I#2;pg7) 
 

Communicating with others and searching the multiple components of the social 

media sites had the potential of consuming enormous amount of time. 

Followers were an integral part in building relationships in social media. But 

followers were also about numbers and perceptions. Though Thora did not attempt 

to amass followers, she shared about the benefits of having many followers. She 

brought up the idea of appearance and noted, “Other than the fact that it looks 

better…to certain people, it might look better if you have more followers” 

(FG#1;6thP;pg9). Katie talked about her followers in the sense of popularity and 

competition: 

It’s like a popularity thing, to see how many followers you have and just like 
compare to other people…my friends have 1,000 followers. I only have 500 
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followers…Compared to all my other friends; I have a little amount…they let 
pretty much other people follow them to say, “Yeah, I have more friends then 
you.” (FG#1;4thP;pg10) 

 
Elizabeth had a mixture of private and public accounts. Her Instagram was public 

and it had 800 followers. She said that the benefit of having a public account was 

twofold. Everybody could see the content and one could get more followers. When 

pressed further she said, “I guess so they could get more likes on their photos. And 

so, they would know, like, that a lot of people are seeing their post” (I#2;pg7). 

 Being on social media meant keeping the delete or edit button close at hand, 

particularly when unflattering pictures were posted and negative comments were 

received. During a focus group, Nicole broached the idea of posting and deleting her 

bad selfie from her social media site. She was concerned that deleting a selfie from 

an account did not delete it permanently: 

Have you ever posted a picture on Instagram and then, like, deleted and was 
like, “What was I thinking?” I have. I don’t get it. Whenever they say when 
you post a picture on the Internet it stays there forever. I hit the delete 
button and it’s gone. Like, where does it go? . . . I’ve got some ugly selfies in 
there [cyberspace] . . . I really hope that’s not true because [I posted] a lot of 
ugly pictures that I really didn’t like. (FG#3,6thP;pgs16-17) 
 
Sometimes the delete button was exercised before the selfie reached social 

media. Thora, Nicole, and Baby D shared how they took selfies but chose not to post 

them. Thora and her sister took goofy selfies and video selfies for the fun of it and 

deleted them directly afterwards, “It’s like, that was funny and then we delete them 

all” (I#1;pg2). Likewise, Nicole stated, “I take a bunch of photos of myself and if I 

don’t like it then I can just delete them and they’ll be gone” (I#3;pg5). Whereas, 
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Baby D shared, “Most of the time, like, I worry, ask, and wonder what they’re going 

to say if I post this one. If I feel like they’re going to say something [negative] I’ll 

delete. I won’t post it” (I#1;pg9). Using the delete button was important before and 

after posting to social media. 

Posting to social media gave the girls an opportunity to explore their 

creativity with selfies and videos. For example, Synthia liked to post short videos on 

her Instagram account or on her friends’ Snapchat accounts. To enhance her videos, 

she changed colors, added background music, and texts to her productions. She 

enjoyed looking for new ways to make art with the texts. On one occasion, she took a 

video at a pool party. To highlight the theme of friendship in her video, she inserted 

the words “squad fam” and tied it to the watery image of the pool by making the 

words appear waterlogged. Synthia used her technological and social media 

knowhow to communicate to others about her friendships, her life, and her creative 

abilities. 

Likes and comments were an element of communication, but they were 

received and expressed in a range of opinions. With regards to likes, Synthia 

believed that people who used the like button were communicating that they liked 

one’s appearance, “People that like your photos, there’s, like, a 50% chance that they 

don’t even know you. The likes don’t show how many people like you… it shows that 

some people think you’re cute” (I#3;pg12). Nicole linked it to the number of 

followers that like a photo and the number of people one knows online. She said, “To 
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some people, they’re competitive about how many followers they have and how 

many likes they get” (I#3;pg14). Both Elizabeth and Adeline took a stance of 

indifference about likes. Elizabeth said, “All that matters to me is the picture and the 

quote that goes with it. But I don’t really care about the likes” (I#1;pg10). And 

Adeline stated: 

It’s not important to me that much. Like, I just post them. I don’t really care 
what people will think. So, I’m just like, “Okay, I just finished posting, I’m 
done.” I don’t care what the people will think. I know just my friends are 
gonna like it. (I#2;pg3) 

 
Thora considered the actions of followers when they liked or commented on a selfie. 

She put forward: 

I am interested to see what people like. What people like and don’t comment 
and what people like and do comment. And what people comment and don’t 
like. It’s not about the number per se, more like, who does what. (I#1;pg6) 

 
The various scenarios of posting likes and comments intrigued Thora more than the 

message itself. 

Receiving comments also had an interesting and varying effect on the girls. 

Katie considered the comments of all her followers and categorized them into three 

groups, family, friend, and distant person. Each one had a degree of believability. She 

explained her thinking: 

Say, if a family posted it [comment], then I feel like “Oh, maybe they’re just 
being nice.” If a friend…commented, I could pretty much, have more like 
confidence in them and trust in them. Like, “Oh, maybe it is true.” And if a 
really distant person that I really don’t know a lot, says something about it 
and says, like, “I’m pretty” or “That’s a really good picture” of me, I might 
actually believe it, since I really don’t talk to them and maybe they’re actually 
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telling the truth…I think the further away they are, I think, it’s more 
believable for me. (I#1;pg8) 

 
Thora’s description of the comments she received was typical to most of the 

girls. She recalled, “So 30 people look at my pictures but not everyone will comment 

you know, maybe 11 or 15 at the most. Sometimes they don’t. It varies…not really 

many words, maybe ‘Cute’ or ‘You look pretty’” (I#1;pg4). Most of the 

communication in social media came in the form of likes, emojis, and comments. 

Most were received positively and were sought after. Comments and emojis were 

more personal and were mainly sent by close friends. Likes were more general and 

were sent by all the followers. 

Findings on Communication 

Individual Findings 

The individual findings showed that Lisa and Jess dealt with various 

circumstances related to selfies as they navigated through a saturated technological 

and social media life. Technology and social media played a major role in their lives, 

where norms were established and identities were constructed. They demonstrated 

that girls were active users of technology and social media. With regards to 

comments, I found that both girls wanted feedback about their selfies but were 

reluctant to hear comments if the feedback was negative. 

I found that phone ownership was very important to Jess. She expressed how 

the phone provided her with a sense of emergent independence. When her phone 

was taken away, it disrupted daily life. Her phone was her primary tool for taking 
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and sharing selfies. It allowed her to communicate, socialize, have access to 

information, and provided a sense of safety. I also found that Jess took selfies at 

school sometimes when they were allowed and other times undercover. Jess 

generally conformed to home and school rules regarding phones and selfies but 

sometimes she tested the limits. I also found that the most important aspect of 

phone usage was communication, especially when receiving positive comments 

from her friends. 

Lisa had four active social media accounts. Her parents did not establish 

parental rules for her social media activity. I found that Lisa accessed her social 

media sites daily to keep in contact with her friends. She anticipated the 

notifications and feedback when she posted a selfie. Receiving messages and likes 

was important to her. I also found that Lisa struggled with self-image. She was 

learning to come to grips with her evolving identity and maturation. 

Group Findings 

The group analysis demonstrated that the girls had preferred tools and 

modes of communication. The primary tools were the phones and social media. 

Texting and messaging were the preferred modes of contact. The tools and modes 

were efficient ways to manage their mobile lives. Even though the phones and social 

media provided immediate access to content, the girls spend large amounts of time 

engaged with both. 
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I found that phone ownership was a priority and it signaled prestige. Having 

a specific type of phone communicated status. The girls who did not own a phone or 

who had an outdated device faced social stigma. All the girls used their mobile 

devices to take selfies and to keep abreast of responses. Receiving communication in 

the form of likes and comments was important to the girls in this study. However, 

each girl had her own perspective of the level of importance. The use of and the 

attitude about phones varied considerably from girl to girl. The main objective for 

all the girls was communication with others, Internet access, and social media 

connections. Daily interaction with phones was commonplace and was how the girls 

communicated substance of their lives with others, specifically by using selfies. The 

phone gave them a mobile lifestyle and the right of entry into a technological and 

mobile world. 

The findings on social media showed that the girls established different 

accounts for different purposes to communicate with different discourse 

communities. Various accounts were used in significant ways, such as building 

relationships, representing self, and constructing identities. Snapchat was the 

preferred account for communicating with close friends. I found that the girls 

looked at social media often. They talked about scrolling to compare selfies of 

famous people, popular school peers, and friends. They studied poses and angles. 

They explored makeup and clothing. They considered facial features and body parts. 

They looked at the lighting and settings. They read quotes and comments. And, they 
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examined the responses and icons that others received. Table 9 gives an overview of 

the individual and group findings of section three. 

Table 9 

Individual and Group Findings-Section 3 

 
Individual and Group Findings on Technology 

 
 
Jess and Lisa 

 
1. Girls want honest feedback on their 
selfies but do not want to be criticized. 
2. Being without a phone interrupts 
daily life. 
3. Phone ownership allows for 
independence and entry into a mobile 
lifestyle. 
4. Girls are coming to terms with self-
image. 
 

 
All Girls 

 
1. Social media and phones are 
preferred tools of communication. 
2. Texting and messaging are preferred 
modes of communication. 
3. Girls maintain multiple social media 
accounts for different purposes. 
4. Social media and phones require 
hours of attention. 
5. There is prestige and status in phone 
ownership. 
6. All the girls use their mobile devices 
to take selfies. 
7. Likes and comments are an important 
element of communication. 
 

 
 In summary, the combination of phone life and social media life resulted in 

the girls using selfies to communicate in their social communities. Social media went 
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together with mobile technology and both mediums facilitated communication. One 

tool did not exceed the other when it came to communication and sharing selfies. 

Together, they accelerated the speed, the access, and the amount of time the girls 

spent socializing online. The girls showed remarkable agility as they managed and 

incorporated both tools into their daily lives and they knew these tools exceedingly 

well. 

Self-Empowerment 

 This fourth and final section deals with the importance of selfies in self-

empowerment. Specifically, this section investigates how self-empowerment relates 

to self-esteem, self-confidence, and control. For this study, the concept of self-

empowerment is best understood as having an inner fortitude to make changes 

within one’s own life. Making available social and cultural tools, such as selfies, 

provides girls a place for exploring issues of self-empowerment. 

The following analysis consists of two main parts. In the first part, I focus on 

the individual cases of three participants. Thora’s case illustrates the idea of self-

esteem. Adeline’s case depicts concepts of self-confidence. And, Synthia’s case 

focuses on control. In the second part, I explore the theme of self-empowerment as 

it pertains to all the participants. Consideration is given to their perspective on self-

esteem, self-confidence, and control. Table 10 presents a summary of the theme, 

categories, and sub-categories that are explored in the individual cases and group 

studies. 
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Table 10 

Theme and Categories-Section 4 

Codes Categories Theme 
 
Likes and followers 
Negative comments 
Delete button 
Facial image 
Evolving identities 
 
Selfies as tools 
Positive comments 
 
Parent pictures-Stressor 
Parent pictures-No 
stressor 
Approving a photograph 
 

 
Self-esteem 
 
 
 
 
 
Self-confidence 
 
 
Control 
 

Theme 4: 
Self-empowerment 
 

 
Self-Esteem 

 For this study, self-esteem refers to the feeling of satisfaction in one’s own 

abilities and confidence in one’s own worth. 

 Meet Thora, a Selfie Resistor. Thora was classified as a Selfie Resistor 

primarily because she did not take many selfies. On her questionnaire, she stated, “I 

don’t really take selfies, not because I’m self-conscious or anything, but just because 

I don’t like to” (Q#26). Selfies were not for Thora. She rarely took or posted them. 

However, Thora enjoyed looking at other people’s selfies and she made keen 

observations about selfies and the selfie takers. If she did take a selfie, she shared 

them on social media via Facebook and not through text messaging. 
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Thora was involved in track and cross-country at school. And, she enjoyed 

sports outside of school as well. Thora was also active in a youth group at her 

church. She was 13 years old, white, and liked to read. She usually carried a Harry 

Potter book with her, which she had read numerous times. Based on the 

questionnaire, Thora stated that she had a few select friends and enjoyed spending 

time with them. She preferred for her friends to be responsible. Thora was a phone 

owner and liked to spend about 45 minutes a day on the phone, but only five 

minutes on social media. 

 Thora was very serious and conscientious of her responses during our 

interviews. She processed deeply and carefully. She took on the interviews as 

though they were of great importance. There was a sense that she would say 

something profound and many times she did. She did not hesitate to voice her 

opinion and she articulated well, giving evidence of high self-esteem. 

In the focus groups, I saw a different side of Thora. She was more relaxed 

around her peers. She sang, laughed, and made silly comments while interacting 

with the other girls. She used one-liners that got the attention of all the girls and me. 

For example, while encouraging Baby D with her singing video, she stated, “One 

small step for Baby D, one giant step for mankind” (FG#3;6thP;pg9). On another 

occasion, as the group was discussing the negative influences of selfies, she 

interjected, “It corrupts mankind” (FG#3;6thP;pg12). These lighthearted comments 

during the focus group were quite opposite from the serious responses she gave 
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during the interviews. Thora adjusted to both surroundings, the focus groups and 

the individual interviews, quickly. To her benefit, she never betrayed her propensity 

for being a sharp thinker. Thora was well spoken and had a clear, quick mind for 

conveying her thoughts. 

Thora’s perspective on self-esteem. I chose Thora for this section because 

of her keen observation of others and her perspective on self-esteem. She liked to 

observe how other people handled comments and likes on social media. The whole 

phenomenon of the like button told her that people were seeking approval and self-

esteem through their selfies. On one occasion, she recalled an incident of a girl who 

solicited her for a like: 

Selfies are really about likes you know. That’s why a lot of people post 
them…Then there’s a girl, she’s talking about how she doesn’t like her picture 
because she only had 15 likes on it. I asked when she posted it and she said, 
“About an hour ago.” Well, you’re only going to have 15 likes if it’s an hour. 
(FG#1;6thP;pg5) 

 
Thora was not a fan of giving or receiving likes. She stated, “I’m not one for likes, you 

know . . . But it’s not anything I care about really. So, I don’t care about the amounts 

of likes I get” (I#1;pg4). Selfies were closely connected to likes, for Thora. Since she 

did not take selfies, she was not influenced by the lure of accumulating likes. Thora’s 

deliberate choice not to take selfies and her disregard for likes empowered her to be 

self-aware and self-confident about her decisions. 

In the same way, Thora’s observation of followers demonstrated that she had 

thought deeply about this topic. She considered how followers were attracted to 
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social media sites that had and did not have selfies. She noted, “On 

Instagram…there’re pages with absolutely no selfies and it’s all, like, inspirational 

quotes or…funny stuff…and those are the pages with the most followers” 

(I#3;pg12). While observing the relationship between selfie taker and followers she 

remarked: 

There are many, many, many girls who have, and boys I guess, with lots of 
selfies and a lot of followers. But I wouldn’t say it’s because they have a lot of 
selfies that they have a lot of followers. (I#3;pg13) 
 
Thora observed the relationship between the number of selfies and the 

number of followers a person had. She noted that amassing followers was not the 

result of posting many selfies. To Thora, taking and posting many selfies did not 

equate to many followers. She gave three reasons why people had many followers 

regardless of having or not having selfies: a) they knew many people, b) their 

account was public not private, and, c) they were popular. These factors came into 

account as followers were accumulated and status was built. Thora’s resolute stance 

on likes and followers showed that she had command of her own path in a saturate 

selfie environment. 

Despite Thora’s intense observation of followers, she kept a modest 

following on her account. In fact, her view of accumulating followers was similar to 

her view of likes. Thora was not interested in amassing followers for the sake of 

having large numbers. She was more interested in keeping communication lines 

with those who she knew well. Her followers consisted of close friends and family. 
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She had 30 followers on her brand-new Facebook account. Thora was quite content 

with her choice to limit her followers. The intentional choice to curtail her followers 

attested to her resolution to be her own self-empowered person despite the social 

status appeal. Thora’s self-esteem was directly connected to her own self-worth and 

self-confidence and not to likes and followers. 

Thora established her Facebook account at the age of 13. As a relative 

newcomer, she was still testing the waters and was being more observant then 

active. She had only posted two group selfies. One group selfie showed her 

celebrating her birthday with her stepfather (S#1). They sat next to each other at a 

restaurant. Thora had a wide grin baring her teeth while her stepfather grinned 

with closed lips. Neither one posed for the selfie but it showed them enjoying the 

event. A second group selfie showed her side-by-side with her mother (S#2). The 

selfie was a close headshot. Mother and daughter looked straight into the phone. 

Their heads touched slightly at an angle as they revealed broad smiles. 

In both group selfies, Thora was happy and smiley. She was not posing nor 

did it appear that the phone was deliberately angled for effect. Both selfies showed 

her in a natural state and relaxed. Thora’s perception of selfies aligned with the 

types of selfies she shared with me. Of the five selfies she showed me, two of them 

included family members. These were the two that were posed to Facebook. Two 

individual selfies reflected a semi-pose and one was a fingernail selfie. For Thora, 
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selfies were about capturing life events and not about building self-esteem. Her self-

esteem came from being self-empowered about her choices. 

Thora was one of three girls in this study who resisted the demands 

associated with social media and selfies. She did not generally take selfies and she 

was very comfortable with her decision. Her self-esteem appeared to be well intact, 

if not strong; she was adjusting well to the pressures of social media. Based on 

Thora’s example, not all girls are selfie takers and not all girls need to be. 

Self-Confidence 

For this study, self-confidence refers to trusting in one’s own abilities, 

judgments, and power. 

 Meet Adeline, a Selfie Resistor. Adeline was like Thora in that she too was 

bright and quite capable. They were dissimilar in that Adeline was more inward and 

almost hidden. Too, her sphere of friends was narrower. Adeline was my most 

intriguing case and perhaps the girl that I got to know the best because of her 

willingness to be brutally honest and open. I saw, in Adeline, a dueling sense of joy 

and frustration as she wrestled with issues of life. 

 Adeline was 14 years old and of Hispanic origins. She spoke Spanish at home 

with her parents. However, she and her siblings spoke English as their primary 

language. Adeline’s speech was rapid. Her mind raced very fast and she articulated 

her thoughts in quick succession. It was easy to miss some of the insightful 

statements she made simply because of her rate of speech. In a couple of intense 
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moments during the individual interviews, Adeline slowed her speech and became 

very purposeful in her sharing. The discussions were astonishing and wonderful. 

 Adeline enjoyed shopping, reading, listening to music, and loved being 

outside. She was often bored and sought new and exciting experiences. She said that 

selfies were okay but she did not take very many of them. On her questionnaire she 

wrote, “Well I’m not such a big fan of selfies. I take them when I’m bored and I just 

show my friends instead of sharing them online with other people” (Q#26). In fact, 

Adeline had reluctantly posted her one and “only” selfie online as a profile picture. 

Though she did not post selfies she enjoyed looking at other people’s selfies. 

 Social media was important to Adeline. She frequently logged onto Instagram 

and Wattpad, a community for readers and writers. She spent about 45 minutes a 

day interacting online, using her tablet. She liked making video selfies and 

sometimes used hashtags. Adeline’s parents did not set any rules for social media 

and did not monitor her activities. She did not own a phone, but she had asked her 

parents for one on numerous occasions. She acknowledged that the possibility of 

being a phone owner was slim, particularly since her older brothers had to wait 

until they were 18 years old before they got their first phones. 

 Adeline’s perspective on self-confidence. Adeline was the perfect girl to 

represent self-confidence not because she exuded self-confidence, but because her 

opinion of selfies was telling. She spoke about selfies with force and vigor conveying 
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self-confidence about her opinions. Selfies were a nuisance to Adeline. She felt that 

selfies did not reflect real life. For example, she said: 

[Selfies] don’t really show how I like to be…Selfies just capture the moment. 
They don’t really, like, act out what you’re doing…you take it and no one 
knows what you’re actually doing. No one knows, like, how you’re feeling or 
anything. (I#2;pg14) 

 
Adeline’s opinion was very valuable as a non-selfie taker. She saw things differently 

from girls who took many selfies. Her perspective was important to consider in the 

overall direction of this study. Also, Adeline was well suited for this topic because 

she gained the most confidence during the study. Her self-confidence grew as we 

talked about selfies, reading, writing, and life in general. 

Adeline was self-empowered to say no to the social pressures of taking and 

posting selfies. There was one occasion, however, where that was not the case. Her 

Instagram account was public so anyone who was interested could follow her. 

Adeline mentioned that followers began to complain because they wanted to know 

whom they were following. She had not posted a profile picture or a selfie on the 

account. She recounted: 

Since everybody has their selfie on Instagram…Everyone has their face here, 
and here, and here, and here, everywhere I see, is a face. So, I just thought, I’d 
do it. I’ll just feel better and not feel like I haven’t shown my face. (I#1;pgs2-
3) 
 

Adeline finally relented but not without turmoil and inter-struggles. “Eventually I 

would have said, ‘It’s time to do it. I can’t keep my face a secret forever.’…I could but 
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then naaah. They’re just gonna find out. I just better post my face right now” 

(I#2;pg15). She felt pressure from her followers and she felt pressure from herself. 

The process that Adeline went through to take the selfie was typical of how 

most girls take their selfies. She was in her room alone and bored. She made the 

effort to dress up and she fix her hair. It took her three to four attempts to find a 

selfie that suited her. She posted it to see what others would say. The selfie revealed 

a short smile with her lips closed (S#7). Adeline positioned the camera at a 45° 

angle setting her upper torso diagonal to the frame. She wore glasses and wore her 

headphones. Her facial features were somewhat obscured with the dark lighting 

particularly against her bright white t-shirt. She appeared solemn and much older 

than 14 years old. After she posted her selfie, her friends responded with favorable 

comments saying that she looked pretty. 

What was untypical about Adeline was her dissatisfaction with how she felt 

about her selfie. She described it as such: 

I don’t think the selfie shows who I am like, who I like to be, like, how I like to 
dress. I was dressed all pretty and stuff. I like to dress like clothing that is 
comfortable like baggy, big, large…I just had my hair done. I usually don’t do 
my hair. I like, leaving it however it is. (I#1;pg1) 

 
Adeline felt coerced into taking and posting the selfie to her social media 

account. In the following vignette, Adeline talked about her regret and how she 

fought to keep herself private after posting her selfie: 

Well, like, it just makes me feel like other people on Instagram that post and 
say stuff XXX. It just made me feel like one of them…it did. It made me feel 
like one of them. I just don’t like how it made me feel…I don’t want to feel like 
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all the other people, because I want to feel different than everyone else. 
Cause, I know I’m different in the inside. But I just don’t want to show it to 
everyone else. Cause I’m afraid of what they’ll think. (I#2;pg16) 
 

 Not only was Adeline uncomfortable about being conventional with her 

selfie, she posted an interesting comment along with it. She wrote, “Well, there it is. 

Here’s my ugly face” (I#1;pg2). While friends responded with comments that 

affirmed her, she struggled with being true to herself and conforming to the 

pressures of social media and girl culture. The struggles that Adeline encountered 

stemmed from multiple sources. One of those came from watching some of her 

friends be harassed about their selfies. 

 Adeline valued friendships and considered herself a faithful friend. However, 

eighth grade had been difficult for her since she only saw her friends during the 

lunch hour. Some of Adeline’s friends liked taking and posting selfies to social 

media. She watched as some of them were bullied and ridiculed. She said, “Some of 

my friends do get bullied because of how…they act. When they take selfies, they 

dress up in stuff that they like. And when they take selfies, people are calling them 

ugly” (I#1;pg4). Adeline was irritated, if not angry, with bullies. The bullying that 

she witnessed was not exclusive to her friends. She said, “From what I’ve seen, a 

bunch of girls get bullied. Their friends sometimes step in to make them feel better” 

(I#1;pg3). The following dialogue illustrated how Adeline encouraged her friends. 

Adeline-Then I try to cheer them up after all the negative things said. 
June-Give me an example of something you said. 
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Adeline-Don’t let the bully bring you down…you’re beautiful and smart. You 
don’t have to be skinny and wear a bunch of make-up to be who you want to 
be. (I#1;pg3) 

 
Adeline was self-empowered to make a difference on behalf of her friends. 

She stood against bullying and she advocated for others. Self-empowerment, for 

Adeline, came in the form of resisting the social and cultural pressures of selfies. 

Though there were times when she needed to conform, she still maintained a 

healthy refusal to go along with the status quo. 

Throughout the study, Adeline continued to voice her strong opinions about 

selfies. As time progressed, Adeline turned the interviews toward conversations 

about personal issues, reading, and freelance writing. Through these conversations, 

I got a glimpse of a girl with a deep passion for many things. She shared various 

poems with me that she had written. She showed me her social media site where 

she read novels by aspiring writers. She said that the stories were like taking a 

picture (selfie). The following dialogue illustrated her interest in reading and her 

desire to write her own novels, a point that became important at the later part of the 

study: 

Adeline-You can go write your story so like everyone can read it. It’s like 
you’re taking a picture but it’s like a story that you write so everyone can 
read and comment what they think. 
June-Do you do that? 
Adeline-No, I just like going with the stories xxx. I really don’t know how to 
write…I just don’t know how to start. I want to do it… 
June-You might find that you have a lot of creativity to do your own. You 
won’t know that until you try doing it. You can start with a real small one. It’s 
just an encouragement. (I#2;pgs7-8) 
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The above conversation may seem unrelated to my study on selfies, but it 

had everything to do with how Adeline saw her world. She saw writing like taking a 

picture. It represented who she was. Adeline informed me, during our last interview, 

that she started two novels and finished a chapter in each one. I was dumbfounded 

and questioned whether I had heard correctly: 

June-I encouraged you to do some writing. 
Adeline-I actually did it. I wrote, like, two books…Published in the little 
thingie app…there’s this one book I wrote, it’s called, The Girl with the Long 
Blond Hair. 
June-Excuse me did you say you read or wrote. 
Adeline-I wrote… 
June-This is amazing. Did you find the writer in you? 
Adeline-I guess. (I#3;pgs1-2) 

 
Adeline found the writer in her. She continued to write poems in her journal 

and her two book chapters had a healthy start. She also found a voice that grew 

stronger with every conversation we had about selfies. She found self-confidence by 

trusting in herself. In Adeline’s biographical sketch, I described her as almost 

hidden. This was a perception I had of her from my limited understanding of her full 

potential. Adeline proved to be quite visible and full of self-empowerment. 

During a focus group, I asked the girls “Do you think your perspective of 

selfies is going to change?” (FG#2;6th;pg11). I wanted to find out if personal 

perceptions of selfies would change with time or maturity. The answers varied. 

Adeline’s response surprised me: 

Adeline-I said yes…Now that I, like, saw more selfies. I took a selfie. I’m 
starting to like selfies a little. I think I’m going to start taking more selfies… 
June-So, what changed? 
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Adeline-I don’t know. I’m just like, okay, I’m going to start taking selfies. And 
I’ll look good . . . So, I’m just going to start taking more. (FG#2;6thP;pgs11-12) 
 
Adeline did not cease to surprise me at every meeting that we had together. I 

was captivated with her perspectives. Where I thought she would be the biggest 

opponent to taking selfies, she decided that selfies were worth trying after all. 

Where I thought her opinions would overwhelm the other girls, she was forceful yet 

contemplative and respectful. Where I thought she would be immovable in her 

stance, she made the biggest adjustment in her personal life. Adeline and I made a 

connection that supersede individual personalities and differences. Adeline was not 

a contradiction. She was a strong girl with strong opinions. She had a good head on 

her shoulders and she was thinking hard about life’s choices. 

Control 

 For this study, control refers to power that can influence one’s own behavior 

or course of events. 

 Meet Synthia, a Selfie Resistor. Synthia liked to shop, hang out with friends, 

and write blogs. She had many friends and liked it when they were fun and exciting. 

She was often busy and babysat in her neighborhood more than five hours a week. 

She was 13 years of age and of black and white origins. Synthia thought that 

individual selfies were okay. She took a few but did not post them. However, she 

liked taking group selfies with her friends and liked to share them online. In the 

questionnaire, she wrote, “I don’t really, I take them every once in a while but don’t 

post them but I usually take pictures with others not by myself” (Q#26). 
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 Synthia looked like she was constantly on the move. She often adjusted her 

seating and used her hands as she talked. She acknowledged her restlessness when 

she said, “I’ve been moving around. Like, I can’t sit still. I don’t know. I just can’t sit 

still. That’s why I have to move a little bit” (I#3;pg13). Synthia was not disruptive. 

She was simply full of energy. Our conversations were energetic and full of lively 

discussions. 

Synthia liked the fact that her real name had an unusual spelling so much so 

that her pseudonym followed suit. She credited her parents for the unusual spelling 

but also planned to do the same with her own daughter in the future. She planned to 

name her Hermione, after the Harry Potter character, but did not want to spell it the 

normal way. She was still in the process of thinking through various forms of 

spelling. 

 Synthia was about having fun and laughter. This disposition seemed to follow 

her into the interviews and focus groups. During an interview, I thought she was 

having a difficult time focusing, but in fact, she was just doing her best to keep from 

bursting out in laughter. She told me, “I’m not really a serious person, as you can tell. 

I’m trying really hard not to laugh but it’s not really working” (I#3;pg8). While with 

her friends she had a reputation for being funny. She recalled, “I can be like really 

serious and people find it funny…and when they laugh it makes me laugh. I can’t be 

serious anymore” (I#2;pgs11-12). 
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 Synthia’s perspective on control. Synthia’s perspective on control and 

power was poignant. She connected selfies and video selfies to control on multiple 

levels. She extended her thinking on self-empowerment to include daily living as a 

teenage girl. While taking about having control with selfies, she recalled: 

Yeah, because depending on the selfie, you have control if you post it or not. 
And, you have control of how you will interpret it when you post it. And, you 
also have control of what people think of it because their opinion could 
matter to you or it could not. So, you have control whether it bothers you or 
not…well, like if it’s a bad comment you could care or not care depending on 
who it is or what’s your perspective of the photo…so you control if you care. 
You control if you don’t care. (I#3;pgs6-7) 

 
Synthia referred to two main ideas of control. First, she spoke of having physical 

control in posting a selfie. It gave her full power of choosing and posting. Second, she 

addressed having self-control in dealing with unpleasant comments. For Synthia, to 

care or not to care resided within her by exercising control over bad comments. 

Synthia was a Selfie Resistor. She did not take many individual selfies. She 

enjoyed taking group selfies with her friends. In describing a group selfie, Synthia 

talked about the self-empowerment that came from sharing experiences with those 

she loved. In the following description, she did not specify who the loved ones were, 

but she called them family. Synthia used the term family interchangeably on 

different occasions referring to family members and friends: 

In a group selfie, it shows what your personality is originally, with like people 
you truly care about…It shows that you truly love them and you’re not afraid 
to be around them…this is my family, and they love me no matter what I do 
because I’m myself around them and they don’t care if I act stupid around or 
anything because they love me because that’s who I am. And they don’t judge 
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me because of how I look or what size I am or how tall, how short or anything 
like that. They love me for who I am. (I#3;pgs12-13) 

 
Synthia’s confidence on those she loved gave her control to be true to herself. 

Control was important to her. She took that same attitude when she took individual 

selfies. She stated, “When I take a selfie…if you don’t like it, I don’t care. I barely take 

selfies and that’s my one selfie” (I#1;pg7). 

One of the selfies that Synthia shared with me showed her in front of the 

bathroom mirror (S#4). She was sitting down and the selfie captured most her body 

from the knees up. She held her phone near her face obscuring half of it as she 

captured the reflection in the mirror. Her one eye looked downward and her smile 

was soft and gentle. There was nothing outstanding about her selfie, but it spoke 

volumes about how she controlled the time, place, and setting of her selfie. Synthia 

was not constrained by the expectations of others. She was her own person with full 

control of how she would manage her selfie life. 

Having control also meant having power over what Synthia called haters. 

While talking about negative comments she said, “You can deal with a few haters 

and stuff like that and be like ‘Oh well, don’t hurt my feelings. I barely even know 

you’” (I#3;pg10). When the negative comments extend to friends. Her friends took 

control for each other. Her explanation below gave a glimpse of how friends 

extended their power to protect and take control of difficult situations: 

And that’s when your fam kicks in. Okay, that’s when you’re like serious, 
smoke kicks in and people start getting serious and stuff like that…They’ll be 
behind your back, like, 24/7. Anybody messes with them it automatically 
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messes with you. So, it makes that your problem even though you weren’t 
even in it at first. But they’re your family so that automatically makes it your 
problem. (I#3;pg10) 
 
Synthia brought up the idea of haters and protecting “fam” (friends), on a 

couple of other occasions, driving home her intense thoughts about protecting and 

having control. Her comments below continued to build on what she deemed 

important on this topic: 

Yeah, like if it’s good [selfie] and you get people who hate it and they put 
those hate comments and you have people protecting you that shows that 
when you take selfies and the selfies they liked, they actually care about that 
selfie. Even the selfie that, ugh, that you didn’t care about or anything, they 
still care. (I#1;pg5) 
 

In the following comment, Synthia put the ownership of bad behavior back onto the 

hater. She addressed the haters as if speaking directly to them: 

Some people they take selfies just for fun and people have hatred. Some 
people don’t care, they just want to say what they want and want to hurt the 
people and sometimes it really doesn’t hurt anybody. It’s just hurting 
yourself because you’re just embarrassing yourself. (I#2;pg15) 

 
Loss of control sometimes meant not having access to her phone. Synthia 

understood this and was learning to deal with rising situations. While wanting to 

share some selfies with me, she recounted, “I would’ve had a picture for you but I 

got my phone taken up. And I won’t get it back . . . I can probably show it to you next 

Monday” (I#3;pg1). Her mother had taken the phone for just one day. Synthia’s 

sense of loss was etched in her face. Her phone gave her control and self-

empowerment to connect to her social world. Without it, life was difficult. Synthia 

was a Selfie Resistor, yet still, highly media connected with her phone. 
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 I asked Synthia what other things gave her power. She stated that making 

video provided a sense of power and control, “There’s videos…Well, you could either 

write it down or post it. Or make videos like saying why you want this to happen…to 

show others that you want this to happen for everything to change…” (I#3;pg8). 

Synthia liked making videos when she gathered with her friends. She enjoyed 

creating and posting them to social media for her friends to enjoy. Her videos 

showcased her creativity with captions, music, and graphics such as when she 

described making a video for her friend’s birthday: 

Well, you can post it as it is. You can change the color of the picture in the 
video. You can also add background music to the video and stuff like that…at 
the end, you were able to write, “I love you. Have a Happy Birthday. And, it 
was fun” …We had this one, where we were like this, and about to jump in the 
pool and so like under it…I made it look like water, the words. It looked like 
water and it said, “Squad fam”. (I#2;pg10) 

 
Making video selfies was important to Synthia. Creating videos not only unleashed 

her artistic side but also gave her a sense of power and control to voice her opinions. 

She controlled the content and who had access to see her videos. She commented, 

“Cause they have the power of what goes on in that video and who sees the video 

and all those things” (I#3;pg9). 

 Making a group or individual selfie was ownership and power for Synthia. 

Power was making a statement about life. The following interchange was 

particularly important because it capsulated the process of becoming self-

empowered. It showed how Synthia and I wrestled with the idea of power. She was 
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fighting for acknowledgment and I was coming to grips with the idea that a young 

girl wanted power or perhaps already had power: 

Synthia-It shows that you have power of something and that you can actually 
do things because you have control of something that is yours, that you can’t 
lose because it’s nobody else’s, something other people can’t control because 
it’s not theirs. It’s yours. So, you have the power to control what, when, what 
happens, like, where it happens, what happens to it, when that happens, how 
it happens, and all that. I’m like; you can’t do that to other people’s stuff. 
June-But you’re only 13 or 14. 
Synthia-I’ll be 14 in seven days. 
June-…How much power do you want? 
Synthia-Well, I’m not talking about like ruling the world or president of the 
United States. I’m talking about like okay, so a teenager knows that most 
people think that they’re not responsible, cause they’re teens…they’re still 
children. But actually, teens really think that if someone actually trusted 
them, they can do something…What we think is that, if like, if adults actually 
trusted us, we could do a lot of things that they never knew we could do. 
(I#3;pg7) 

 
Selfies or not, Synthia’s deep felt thinking helped me to understand how important 

control and self-empowerment played a factor in teenage daily living. 

 Thora, Adeline, and Synthia, the Selfie Resistors, were examples of girls who 

did not normally take selfies but would post an occasional selfie or two. Their 

perspectives dealt with the importance of selfies in self-empowerment, specifically 

as it related to self-esteem, self-confidence, and control. These concepts were strong 

indicators that the girls used selfies as tools to arrange their social and cultural 

worlds as they sought to establish their own approach to adolescent life. Figure 4 

details the nuances that were beginning to develop surrounding views of selfies and 

self-empowerment. 
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Figure 4.  Emerging self-empowerment types 
 

Self-empowerment
Types

Self-esteem

Thora: I'm not self-
conscious...I don't like to 

take selfies

Keen observer of other's 
selfies

Not influenced by the 
lure of likes & followers 

Selfies are for capturing 
life events

Self-confidence

Adeline: People 
shouldn't judge you 

based on how you look

Selfies do not reflect real 
life

No-to the social 
pressures of selfies

Chooses to be her own 
person

Against bullying & 
advocates for others

Control

Synthia: You have 
control of something that 

is yours

Control over which 
selfies to post

Control over unpleasant 
comments

Shared experiences are 
self-empowering

Against negative 
comments & haters

Videos selfies empower 
& give agency



 228 

A deeper understanding of the nuances of control is revealed through the voices of 

all 10 participants. The following section moves the data analysis from individual 

cases to a group analysis of the data. 

Group Analysis on Self-Empowerment 

Group Perspectives-Self-Esteem 

 Looking at self-esteem across the study yielded vast perspectives. The 10 

girls were affected differently at different stages of their selfie experiences. 

Sometimes the act of taking and sharing a selfie boosted self-esteem and other times 

it promoted self-reflection. Some girls were self-empowered to change the 

trajectory of their self-esteem. Other girls were finding their way. All of them chose 

their own direction and form of self-presentation, which added positively to their 

self-esteem. All in all, self-esteem was a major player in the lives of the 10 

participants. 

 One of the positive aspects of building self-esteem was accomplished using 

their personal phones. They had a sense of control with the delete button. They 

controlled which selfies to keep and which to delete. In the same fashion, the girls 

controlled who would be privy to seeing the selfies. The girls could eliminate selfies, 

with the delete button, that were deemed unflattering and that had the potential of 

diminishing their self-worth and self-esteem. This was important because it placed 

the locus of power to self-present within their fingertips. They had command of 
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their own photo images. Seeing themselves in self-approving photos helped build 

their self-esteem. 

My conversation with Nicole illuminated the importance of the delete button. 

She shared how the delete button became more important when she became self-

aware at the age of 11 or 12: 

June-How much is the delete button important…? 
Nicole-Very… like, we get the choice on whether we keep it and it’s 
everything…we delete it [selfie] and nobody gets to see it. 
June-[Was it like this] when you were young? 
Nicole-When I was first little, I didn’t care about those [embarrassing photos] 
…I’m older. 
June-…When did this convert from a little girl who didn’t care, to now, a 
young lady who cares very much about that delete button? 
Nicole-11 or 12. (I#3;pgs6-7) 
 

Nicole was self-empowered by choice. She decided which selfies she wanted to keep. 

And, she used selfies to build a perception that positively affected her self-worth and 

self-esteem. This was especially important when she became self-aware of her 

changing maturity. Controlling the delete button also kept unsightly selfies from the 

view of other people. Sharing select selfies potentially affected the acuity of those 

who saw her photos. Nicole’s actions were not only self-empowering but a 

deliberate act to take charge of her life. 

Throughout the study, perceptions of facial image were closely connected to 

self-esteem. The girls talked frequently about facial image. Interestingly, they spoke 

infrequently about body image. This may have been because of the physical 

limitations of capturing the whole body using a hand-held phone. Certainly, tools 
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such as mirrors or selfie sticks were used to give greater coverage of the body but 

the girls seldom mentioned these. Of the 53 selfies that they shared with me, the 

overwhelming majority concentrated on the face and upper torso. Only five 

captured the full body. And, all five of these were group selfies that focused on 

events and not the body. Not one single selfie was designed to feature the body. 

Whether the girls had an issue with body image was unclear. The data did not 

produce any solid evidence. They revealed, however, cursory talk about the body 

and sustained talk about the face, as seen below in the experiences of Katie and Lisa. 

Katie mentioned both facial and body image but focused primarily on her 

face. Her experience was significant because it demonstrated how she was self-

empowered to change her circumstance about low self-esteem. Nothing was more 

poignant as when she talked about how she came to see herself as brave and self-

confident. Her story recounted the struggle of finding self: 

Katie-Like, back then when I first made my account, it was mostly, just like 
half face pictures or a pose, which was half of me. Now that I’m older, I really 
don’t care, cause back then I cared…about how I looked. And now that I 
know…I pose pretty much my whole face, it shows that I am more brave and 
confident about how I post my pictures and how I look. 
June-What made the change? 
Katie-I think that’s how I viewed myself in the pictures and how I reflected 
off the comments. (I#3;pg5) 

 
Katie’s self-realization came from the help of her two sisters. One sister 

questioned her about her half-faced pictures. Reflecting, Katie admitted that she was 

self-conscious. She responded to her sister with “It’s cause I’m not that pretty” 

(I#3;pg6). While her sister reaffirmed her beauty, she encouraged Kathy to post a 
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full-faced selfie. Both sisters told her to be brave and not pay attention to rude 

comments. Katie followed their advice and shared about her amazing 

transformation: 

Katie-And so, I posted one picture of my whole face one day. 
June-Did you have any anxiety…? 
Katie-Yeah, I posted the picture. I tripped my phone off… We were going to a 
party then. And I left my phone at home. Yeah, for that reason, cause I don’t 
want to see anything…and I didn’t check it for a day or two. And I didn’t turn 
my phone on for a while, too. And then when I finally turned it on, and I saw 
like at least 20 comments or more. And they’re all positive comments…and so 
I started posting pictures like that…for right now, I think my confidence level 
is high. Maybe later on I might see some flaws but right now I’m pretty 
confident about myself. I just like the way I am right now. (I#3;pgs6-7) 

 
Katie insinuated that dealing with self-esteem was an ebb-and-flow of life with 

uncertainty in the future. She reasserted her self-empowerment to maintain a level 

of confidence. 

Lisa was the most open and the most willing to expose her feelings about 

self-esteem. Even as I reminded her that I would be sharing her perspective, she 

found it worthy to share her deepest feelings. She wanted me to know that girls face 

difficult times in their lives. Lisa’s struggle with self-esteem was neither 

extraordinary nor exclusive only to her. It was ordinary, inclusive of most of the 

girls. On several occasions, she talked about using hand signs to cover her face. “I 

just try to cover my face as much as I can. Like, I do this or do that or the peace sign” 

[demonstrating hand signs] (I#1;pg3). She explained further: 

Lisa-On my selfies, I’m starting to block out my eyes, from here, yeah 
[demonstrating with hands]. 
June-Can you tell me why? 
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Lisa-Just don’t like the rest of my face…my face, the way it looks. 
June-Your face and the lack of confidence that you are beautiful? 
Lisa-Yeah! 
June-That was a big yeah. 
Lisa-Yeah. (I#3;pgs17-18) 
 
 Lisa was dealing with her self-esteem. She evaluated her self-worth based on 

her facial image in photographs. Even though she had some exceptional facial 

features that stood out in her selfies, Lisa focused on aspects of her face that she did 

not like, which clouded her overall judgment. 

Lisa frequently used hand signs to cover her face to mask her image. She said, 

“When people take pictures of me, it’s like eeew. I look ugly. ‘Okay, we’re going to 

take a picture.’ Cover my face. And it’s just habit for me” (I#1;pg3). The habit was 

only expressed around her friends. Lisa’s parents did not allow her to cover her face 

when family pictures were taken. I asked Lisa if the habit would change in the future 

and she said: 

Lisa-I think that will change but I don’t know…I guess as I get older and I 
realize that I’m pretty and I don’t need to cover my face and yeah. 
June-I think you have beautiful features. 
Lisa-(shy giggle) My mom tells me that every day before I go to school and 
I’m just like, yeah, okay. (I#2;pg2) 

 
I wanted to reassure Lisa, just as her mother had every day when she sent 

her to school. Lisa listened to our voices but a change of trajectory had to come from 

within her. Lisa was a determined girl with a strong character that was working at 

building her self-esteem. She still participated in the selfie culture and enjoyed the 

social aspect of selfie life but she was determined to do it her way. Self-
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empowerment for Lisa rested in her day-to-day decisions to self-present on her own 

terms. 

Self-esteem was also shaped by girls’ evolving identities. Thora, Jess, and 

Adeline talked about how identity changed with maturation, imitation, and peer 

pressure. Each one of their perspectives was often based on observing others. Thora 

did not have a lot of personal experience with selfies but she was a keen observer of 

others. Based on watching others, she saw how identity changed as girls matured.  

She stated: 

They probably become…a little more sophisticated like they start worrying 
about, you know, what they’re wearing in the photo, how their hair is done. 
But it’s like a little kid taking a selfie on your mom’s phone. You’re not going 
to care how it turns out…If you’re making a super goofy face or you don’t 
care who sees it…Then you come to care a little more…you’re going to care 
about who has your pictures and where they’re going to put them…if they’re 
going to show them to the public. (I#3;pg15) 
 
Sometime imitation played a major role in shaping self-esteem as realized 

through Jess’ explanation of changing identities: 

Yes, like a bandwagon thing? Like, you see everybody doing it so you’re like, 
“Oh, I want to do that.” And then you start taking selfies that other people are 
taking. And then maybe you start acting that way like those other people. 
Because like, “Hey, everybody’s taking selfies and posing this way, so I might 
as well do it”. And then, “Oh, this person is acting this way so I might as well 
do it.” So, it can change your identity. And then like, some people take 
pictures they put their hair a certain way or stuff and those girls may start 
wearing their hair like that. (I#3;pg13) 
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Adeline also brought up the idea of imitation. She talked about middle school 

girls facing pressure to conform to the likeness of others: 

When girls are in middle school, like, they’re most self-conscious about their 
face, cause…some girls are prettier. Like, they’re not that pretty, so like, they 
notice they are getting all the attention. So, they try to do what they do. 
(FG#1;6thP;pg4) 
 
All three girls identified issues that were associated with changing and 

maturing identities. By their perspective, looking at other people’s selfies affected 

behavior and self-esteem. The girls understood that self-image was an important 

form of identity construction that could potentially support or diminish self-esteem. 

And though images were self-produced, it was done within the community of 

practice of young girls. 

Some girls were not fazed by or motivated to build their self-esteem through 

selfies. Thora exhibited a strong self-esteem. She was not negatively influenced by 

facial or body image when it came to her selfies. Though she did not take many 

selfies, she was purposeful about the things that she included in her selfies. Selfies 

for her were about sharing a photo with others or focusing on a life event, such as 

freshly painted fingernails or her cat. A prior conversation about fingernails led to 

the interchange below. It illustrated how she saw selfies as simply a way to 

communicate with her audience and not a tool to build her self-confidence: 

June-Have you ever taken a selfie to show off the nails? 
Thora-Honestly, I think I would be holding my cat and having my nails in the 
picture. 
June-You wouldn’t make an obvious statement [with the nails]? 
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Thora-No, but relatively noticeable, but with me or my cat being the main 
focus. 
June-Why do you feel that would be the best pose for you? 
Thora-So, it’s not that I’m self-conscious because I’m really not self-conscious 
at all. If it’s a selfie, I feel like selfies are supposed to be more of your face. 
And, if somebody is with you, you know. Like I said before my cat. So, my 
nails would still be in the picture. I could still show them off but they 
wouldn’t be as obvious. 
June-If you wrote a caption for that selfie? 
Thora-I would write, “Cute picture with my cat” and then dot, dot, dot, “I got 
my nails done”. (I#1;pgs1-2) 

 
Thora’s matter-of-fact approach to selfies attested to her tenacity to make selfies 

about day-to-day life. She was self-empowered by her stance on what a selfie meant 

to her and it was not about showing off or making a confidence statement. 

Group Perspectives-Self-Confidence 

The girls in this study talked frequently about self-confidence. It became 

evident that some of the girls had already put a great deal of thought into how it 

affected their life. In the accounts below, the girls were self-empowered to face fears 

head-on, learn how to be assertive, and strive to reach their full potential. Most 

importantly, they learned to inspire confidence in themselves and in other people. 

Katie talked considerably about self-confidence. She thought about it as she 

dealt with issues of shyness. Katie took steps towards changing her shyness using 

selfies. For example, I asked her if she would be different without selfies and she 

replied: 

I think my self-confidence wouldn’t had boosted up… I would still be a shy 
girl and I’d keep everything to myself and it would be just me, myself, and I…I 
wouldn’t be confident at all. I would go back to how I was whenever I was 
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taking half pictures, of half of my face. I would just be how I was. Most 
definitely, I wouldn’t talk to anybody. (I#3;pg12) 

 
Having tools, such as selfies, provided Katie a way to deal with her shyness 

and to self-improve the quality of her life. Selfies were a way for Katie to build and 

convey her self-confidence to others. For example, the following comment 

illustrated how she used her smile as a conduit. “So, if I have a really shy smile, it’s 

like, ‘Oh, she’s shy.’ but if I have a big bright smile, it’s like, ‘Oh, she’s really 

confident.’ And like, I think that’s it. It would be in my smile” (I#3;pg11). Self-

confidence was particularly important to Katie when she self-presented through her 

selfies, particularly when it came to boys. She stated: 

To a boy that I like maybe if he’s like, he sees that I do have a lot of 
confidence, he might look at me in a different way and he might feel like, “Oh, 
she does have a lot of confidence”. (I#3;pg11) 
 
Katie was self-empowered to change the circumstances in her life. First, she 

recognized a characteristic about herself that she did not like, shyness. Second, she 

sought after a solution to change her situation, selfies. Third, she focused on a selfie 

attribute, her smile. And fourth, she used her self-confidence to communicate 

messages to those who looked at her selfies. Katie was self-empowered by changing 

the circumstances in her world by using selfies as a tool. 

The data consistently showed that self-confidence was intrinsically tied to 

selfies. Jess talked about how comments on her selfies built her self-confidence. She 

stated, “Some of my friend, they say something like, ‘Oh, you’re so pretty.’ And stuff 

like that and it makes me feel good. It builds your self-confidence” (I#1;pg10). In 
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another conversation with Jess, I asked why some people posted so many selfies. 

She noted that people who posted many selfies lacked self-confidence. By her 

account, girls reacted in two ways. They either posted many selfies to boost their 

self-confidence or they posted no selfies for fear of the repercussions. The 

conversation below expounded her ideas: 

June-Why do people post so many? 
Jess-They don’t have much self-confidence. But when they, like, take a picture 
and it looks really good. And then they post it, so that way, it makes them feel 
like they’re pretty. 
June-Jess you just said something that is very intriguing to me. 
Jess-Self-confidence? 
June-Yes, can you tell me a little more? 
Jess-Some people won’t post selfies cause…they don’t have enough self-
confidence…they don’t want people to judge them. And then some people, 
don’t have, like they still don’t have enough [self-confidence] so they post 
selfies that make them look pretty. And when they look at it they’re like, “Oh 
yeah, that makes me look pretty.” But when they look at themselves, like 
actually, like in a mirror or something, they, kinda like, don’t really feel pretty 
but in pictures they do. (I#3;pgs3-4) 
 

Based on Jess’ perspective, girls will self-empower even when self-confidence is low. 

The reality of seeing themselves in the mirror verses seeing themselves in selfies 

motivates them to produce beautiful representations to build their self-image and 

self-confidence. 

Jess assertively used selfies to boost her self-confidence. She drew strength 

and confidence from the positive feedback she received about her selfies. In some 

respect, she was self-empowered. She understood the influence of selfies on self-

confidence by her own actions and by watching the actions of other girls. From this 
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perspective, posting selfies was an assertive action with purpose. It was an 

embolden effort to build self-confident. 

Similarly, Thora equated someone who lacked self-confidence to someone 

who would not post many selfies. She stated: 

I think that if you didn’t have a lot of self-confidence, you wouldn’t post very 
many selfies cause that’s your face, you know…like people might make fun of 
you because of how you look, mostly your face. And so, you’re not gonna 
want to post that all over the Internet. So, if you don’t have a lot of self-
confidence, I don’t think you’ll be posting very many selfies. (I#3;pg16) 
 

Jess and Thora’s perspective came from watching other girls deal with low self-

confidence. Both determined that a lack of self-confidence made girls resistant to 

posting selfies. This was in total contrast to Katie’s experience with shyness and 

self-empowerment. 

In pressing the topic, a little further, I asked Jess about the actions of self-

confident girls. Her reply suggested that the stakes were not as high for girls who 

possessed a high self-confidence. They posted their selfies without regard of 

people’s opinions. She stated, “Yeah, she won’t care because she has a lots of self-

confidence. So, she’ll be, like, ‘Well, whatever, they have to say, I don’t care. I think 

I’m pretty, so I’m posting it anyway’” (I#3;pg4). This action also insinuated self-

empowerment, as someone choosing to do as they pleased and not conform to social 

pressure. 
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In a focus group conversation, the girls all agreed that selfies played a role in 

building self-confidence. The scenarios differed according to each girl’s situation, as 

exemplified by Baby D’s example: 

Baby D-Okay, I have an example. This girl was like 21 or 22 and she use to 
take selfies when she was 13 or 14. It’s like very different from now…I think 
she takes many more [selfies]. She’s popular. 
Thora-They probably have a little more self-confidence if you’re super-duper 
popular. 
Baby D-Yeah. 
Thora-…People who aren’t so confident before but became popular. It’s 
easier for them to find self-confidence. 
June-So is there a sense of confidence building? 
Group-Yes (Group agreement included Adeline, Baby D, Jenifer, and Thora). 
(FG#2;6thP;pgs11-12 & 14-15) 
 

 Dealing with self-confidence was a pressing issue for the girls in this study. It 

was self-empowering for them if they already had a sense of self-confidence and it 

was difficult when they did not. The importance of self-confidence extended beyond 

the borders of selfies. The dialogue below raised significant issues in the daily lives 

of young girls. Jess talked about the importance of having self-confidence, the 

potential of gaining or losing confidence, the strain of a negative self-image, and a 

damaged personality resulting in tarnished labels: 

June-How important is self-confidence for a girl your age? 
Jess-It’s very important…you build more confidence or you lose confidence. 
June-How does a girl lose confidence? 
Jess-Maybe her friends, like, tell her she’s ugly and stuff. Or maybe her family 
members tell her that she’s ugly and then she starts to lose confidence in 
herself. 
June-You’re talking about primarily appearance? 
Jess-Aha. 
June-So appearance is an important factor in all this? 
Jess-Yeah, but personality too. 
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June-How can a girl lose self-confidence in relations to her personality? 
Jess-If people tell her she’s annoying. She’ll, like, try to change and she’ll stop 
talking as much…that’s how society is. Once you get told you’re boring, you 
start talking more and then you’re called annoying. It’s a lose-lose situation. 
June-…Are you saying…that society has these— 
Jess-Labels. [Jess finished my sentence] 
June-…Are there things that you do to protect yourself from that? 
Jess-Yeah, I guess, I just ignore it. (I#3;pgs3-5) 

 
It was uncertain whether Jess spoke about herself or simply recounted what she had 

observed in others. What was clear was that Jess chose to face social pressures by 

ignoring them. 

 Lisa faced her pressures by leaning on those she loved and trusted even 

when the advice was direct and to the point. She had the propensity to cover her 

face with hand signs to purposely conceal her face. She said: 

It takes time for me to build confidence to do something. One of the people 
who give me a lot of confidence is my brother. Yeah, I look up to him a lot…he 
says, “Why do you take a selfie with only half of your face? It’s kinda 
pointless. You might as well not take a selfie.” (I#3;pg18) 
 

 As an aside, but still connected to self-confidence, was the subject of hand 

signs, partial faces, and objects concealing the face in a selfie. Thora was the only girl 

that did not have hand signs, partial face, or objects in the selfies that she gave me. 

She equated the action of hand signs or covering a face as a trend. However, she did 

not dismiss it entirely as a fad. She stated: 

I don’t think it has anything to do with self-confidence really…Just, I think it’s 
more of a fad right now, then just self-confidence. I think it has to do with 
trends more than anything…Usually, I do think it’s just a trend but you know 
if it was me, if I had like, you know, a blemish on me, somewhere, then I’d 
want to cover it up. (I#3;pg16) 
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Synthia took selfies that captured half of her face. She said, “I truly don’t understand 

but I do it sometimes but I don’t do it frequently because I actually really don’t 

understand half-the-face” (I#3;pg2). 

Throughout the study, all the participants shared several selfies with me. I 

accumulated a total of 53 individual and group selfies. Of the 10 girls, eight girls 

shared selfies that had hand signs. Six girls showed partial faces. And, four girls used 

objects in front of their face such as a pencil, a soda can, bubble gum, and phones. 

Aside from Lisa and Nicole, as mentioned earlier, no one else shared why they 

practiced such things. Lisa came from the side of dealing with her self-esteem and 

Nicole came from the side of producing appealing pictures. The extent that these 

actions related to self-confidence was unclear. What was clear was that the girls 

used many different objects and actions to their own benefit, what could be 

considered as a self-empowering act. 

Group Perspectives-Control 

The conversations on control had many different facets. The amount of time 

that the girls talked about control was overwhelming. This was a hot topic that 

stirred a lot of emotions. One of the main issues that arose dealt with parents taking 

pictures of them. The girls took opposing sides on whether that was invasive or not. 

Some of the girls talked about a loss of control and other girls supported their 

parents. The following five examples exemplify the girls who battled with a loss of 
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control. Nicole’s loss of control was felt when her parents took her pictures and she 

was not able to delete the unwanted photos: 

Nicole-I take a bunch of photos of myself. And if I don’t like it than I can just 
delete them and they’ll be gone. 
June-How important is control for you? 
Nicole-Very, I don’t really know how to describe that because, like, there’s so 
many different things. 
June-Does it give you power? 
Nicole-Yeah. It’s one of the things we can do with our life so far. 
June-That you have control? 
Nicole-Yeah, in some scenarios we have to take the picture. 
June-Do you worry? 
Nicole-Yes, very. I think it’s [selfie] probably bad because most likely it’s 
probably bad. And so, I get to look at the photo and I have to deal with it. 
June-Would they [parents] let you delete it? 
Nicole-Most likely, no. 
June-If you could delete, would that give a sense of control? 
Nicole-Yes! That would make me feel relieved…yes, if we have a choice on 
whether we keep it or delete it…but, if your parents, they think it’s good. 
They think everything is good. So, they’ll keep the embarrassing photo. And 
you won’t be able to delete it. And if they give us the option of deleting it and 
not deleting, then we would probably be okay with them taking our pictures. 
(I#3;pgs5-7) 

 
Nicole’s inability to delete a picture taken by a parent was a stressor for her. Not 

having control of the camera meant not being able to delete unwanted pictures and 

it meant surrendering to the will of her parents. Having control of the camera meant 

self-empowerment over her image. 

 Elizabeth’s experience with parents was very much like Nicole’s. She added 

the element of parents posting an unflattering picture on social media: 

June-Are you comfortable with your mom and dad taking your picture? 
Elizabeth-[No] I think its cause, I think I don’t look good. So, I tell them not to 
take a picture of me but they force me to a take a picture so. 
June-They force you? 
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Elizabeth-Yeah, they force me to take a picture with them. They’re like “Come 
on, you need to take a picture” and I’m like “Noooo.” 
June-You’re concerned that you may not look good? 
Elizabeth-Yeah, may not look good or look as good as other people…you can 
control the camera. But with other people taking it you can’t control the 
camera…you don’t know if you look good or not. But if you take the picture 
yourself, you can control the way you look or how you angle everything…you 
can’t control where they post it. Control where they post it, more than 
anything. You can control where you want to post it, what time, what 
anything. But you can’t control them posting the picture. (I#2;pgs2-3) 
 

Elizabeth’s concern went beyond being forced to take a picture. She was mainly 

concerned about who would be privy to seeing it. Elizabeth’s stressor came from 

being forced to take a picture, not knowing how she would look in it, and not 

knowing if it would be posted on social media. 

 On a different occasion, Elizabeth talked about her mother taking pictures at 

school events where she performed. “I, like, roll my eyes. She always gets mad at 

me… She’ll be like, ‘No mueves los ojos. Tienes que toma este foto’ [Do not roll your 

eyes. You have to take this photo]” (I#3;pg1). And, Elizabeth elaborated further in 

the following dialogue: 

Elizabeth-She probably thinks I’m being silly about it. She thinks it’s a part of 
growing up with all these changes. I’m like, “No, no, it’s not.” 
June-…Why is it so important that you have control? Is that a good word to 
use? 
Elizabeth-Yeah, I think that’s a good word…She takes a lot of pictures…Then I 
would ask her if I could delete it. (I#3;pgs2-3) 
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Later, after a long conversation about this issue, I asked her another question in 

which she clarified the difference between the pictures her mother takes and the 

selfies she would take: 

June-What’s at stake here? 
Elizabeth-Differences that you look in the pics that you take and differences 
that you look in the pictures that your mom takes. (I#3;pg4) 
 
The number of times that this topic came up with Elizabeth indicated to me 

that she had already been thinking, or maybe even festering, over what to do. She 

wanted to take her own photos. Her parents did not, or maybe would not, 

comprehend the enormity of her concern. For Elizabeth, and many of the girls in this 

study, self-empowerment meant having control of her life. Taking selfies instead of 

the traditional family photo was how she began her journey. 

 Baby D also had anxiety about her mother taking photos of her, as well. In 

this instance, her mother used texting to share the photos with others: 

Baby D-I just don’t like it. Cause my mom, she has, like, a lot of friends and 
she does send pictures to people. 
June-On social media…? 
Baby D-She doesn’t put them on there. She just sends them to different, like, 
some of her friends. 
June-Text messages rather than social media? 
Baby D-Yeah, Cause, I don’t like it because some pictures I do like and some 
pictures I don’t like. And she does send them to other people. 
June-Does she get your approval? 
Baby D-She doesn’t do that. 
June-[If she asked?] 
Baby D-Yeah that would be okay if she asked me. 
June-But she doesn’t? 
Baby D-No. 
June-Ever tell her no? 
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Baby D-Yes, sometimes, cause sometimes I just don’t look right…I don’t like 
when she just sends pictures to other people. (I#3;pgs9-10) 
 

Like the other two girls, Baby D felt a loss of control not knowing how she appeared 

in the photos. She was concerned with who would see the photos. Her request to 

approve the pictures went unanswered. Baby D showed obvious stress in her face 

when talking about this issue. Part of the stress came from the fact that she highly 

respected her mother, but desired to depart from her mother’s wishes. Baby D was 

taking steps to becoming her own person. 

 Jess’ story was identical to those above, having to deal with others taking her 

picture and posting it to social media. In the following account, Jess role-played a 

simulated conversation she had with her mother. Jess’ story gave a closer glimpse of 

the battle that can occur between mother and daughter over pictures: 

Jess-I’ll be like, “Delete that.” She’s like, “No, I’m not deleting it. You look 
good.” …I’m like, “Oh, mom please, I don’t want to take a picture,” She’s like, 
“Just let me take a picture.” I’m like, “I don’t want to. Oh, my gosh, just take it 
then.” I’m like, “Whatever.” 
June-Give up? 
Jess-Yeah. 
June-She’s persistent? 
Jess-Yes, she’s like, “You’re going to take a picture with me.” I’m like, 
“Nooooo.” 
June-Do you check out the picture? 
Jess-No, she doesn’t let me check it out cause then, I’ll be like, “Delete it, 
delete it.” She’s like, “It looks fine. It’s good.” (I#3;pg12) 

 
This may be typical of the battle seen universally as girls and mothers find their 

place in the world of selfies. 
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 Thinking about such scenarios, Katie agreed with the girls’ dilemmas. She 

addressed social media and the potential of unwanted pictures being leaked. Katie 

articulated it best when addressed embarrassing photos in the hands of 

contemptible friends, she said: 

Katie-I see. I see how they’re getting to how they see that. They don’t want 
her [mother] to take the picture because she sends it to anybody. She can 
post it anywhere. Say, she has her Facebook account and uhmmm some of 
their friends follow her mom. And if they (friends) see it and they might think 
it’s funny or embarrassing and they may screen shot it and do something 
with it that they don’t want to happen. And, that’s where, I see that 
happening, cause I wouldn’t want anybody to do something with my picture 
if I didn’t like it. 
June-Does that mean that you will be the only one taking a selfie? 
Katie-Yeah, like for right now. Yeah, it’s only been me. (I#3;pgs2-3) 
 
Nicole, Elizabeth, Baby D, Jess, and Katie all struggled with the notion of their 

parents taking photos of them. The major concern was an inability to delete or 

approve of the pictures. The girls were also concerned about who would see the 

pictures and how their photo image was represented. The parents on the other 

hand, appeared to be doing what most parents have done since the beginning of 

camera use, taking pictures of their children. Reluctantly, Elizabeth acknowledged 

that there was some good in parents taking a photo: 

June-Is there any good in her taking a picture? 
Elizabeth-…It tells like part of your personality what you are like at home but 
not at school. 
June-Not all bad? 
Elizabeth-Some good. (I#3;pg5) 
 
For the girls, taking the reins of control meant taking their own pictures and 

deleting unwanted pictures. It meant ensuring that no unflattering photo was 
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distributed. It meant choosing who to share pictures with, when to share, and how 

to share. It meant having physical control of the phone. It meant taking a picture 

because they wanted to and not because someone else wanted them to. For these 

reasons, and more, the girls wanted control. Nicole’s quote bears repeating, “It’s one 

of the things we can do with our life so far” (I#3;pg6). 

 In contrast, some girls were not bothered when parents or others wanted to 

take pictures. Jenifer stated, “I would let them…I don’t care. It’s just a picture” 

(I#3;pg14). She described a picture as another version of herself that someone 

could carry in his or her phone, as if walking side-by-side. Furthermore, she was not 

concerned with what her mother did with the pictures. She only wanted to approve 

the photo to make sure it was to her liking. She stated: 

I won’t care what she [mother] does with it. Like, I always take pictures with 
my mom’s phone…So if I didn’t like it, I’d be like “Delete that, that’s ugly” …If 
she takes a picture of me, I will want to look at it cause like to make sure it’s 
not all, like, blurry or something that I didn’t want in the picture. (I#3;pg6) 
 
Lisa did not have an issue with others taking her picture, as well. Most of the 

time, she trusted her mother’s choice and decision on what to do with the pictures. 

Other times, she wanted the opportunity to delete unwanted pictures. She said: 

If my mom wanted to take a picture I would allow it…Well, she shows it to 
me and usually I’m just like, “Oh, that’s nice” and “I look okay in it.” Even if I 
look ugly, I don’t care. It’s her choice. She ain’t going to do anything with it 
but keep it. (I#3;pg16) 
 

And, “But I tell her, ‘Oh, I look ugly, delete that.’ She’s like, ‘What are you talking 

about, my daughter’s beautiful.’ I’m like, ‘Whatever’” (I#3;pg16). 
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Thora did not mind when her image was posted on social media. She simply 

wanted to approve the photo. She stated: 

I don’t mind if somebody takes a picture of me to post. If I can at least 
approve it, you know, then I don’t mind…I would just want to see the picture. 
[For a bad picture] I would just say like, “I did not like it.” …They know that 
that means, “Can you please delete it”. (I#3;pg5) 

 
Jenifer, Lisa, and Thora all mentioned that they did not mind if someone else 

took their picture but they all wanted the option to approve or delete photos. 

Control for them was not in the physical possession of the camera device but rather, 

ultimate approval of the picture. Self-empowerment came from saying yes to 

someone wanting their picture and yes to approving the picture. 

Adeline had a striking opinion about taking control of the camera and the 

pointless goal of making oneself look pretty. She called it two-faced and made the 

matter about inner-quality and not outer beauty. She said: 

Most girls…think that when other people take control of the camera, they’re 
not gonna look as good as they look when they take control of the camera. 
Like, they’re just gonna do whatever they can to make themselves look 
pretty…But like there’s no point in doing that unless you’re two-faced. You 
should show your true beauty and all your acne and freckles and stuff. Like it 
doesn’t matter what’s on your face. It matters what people think of you. 
(I#3;pg10) 

 
No one captured the concept of control and self-empowerment was well as 

Katie did. She talked directly about taking ownership, seizing control, and wanting 

the power to manage her life on social media. She described it as such: 

I would say that I do have the power to control my selfies because what I 
think and what other people think…they have their opinions and I have my 
opinions…I want my Instagram account to be mostly of how I looked and fun 
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moments, maybe a few humorous pictures on there. But I think, I want to 
have the power because it’s mine, it’s my pictures, it’s my account. It’s what I 
want in my account to be mine. (I#3;pg3) 

 
Findings on Self-Empowerment 

Individual Findings 

The individual findings showed that Thora, Adeline, and Synthia were self-

empowered when standing against the social and cultural pressures of taking 

selfies. They took and shared selfies infrequently. When they took or posted a selfie, 

it was a purposeful and deliberate act. They demonstrated that not all young 

adolescent girls are selfie takers. 

 Thora continued to show that she was a close observer of the selfie 

phenomenon. Her contribution came primarily from watching not participating. By 

not actively taking selfies, she was actively making a statement. Thora expressed 

that selfies were closely connected to likes and that some girls relied on likes to 

boost their self-esteem. She also observed that amassing many followers also 

boosted self-esteem but taking many selfies did not equate to large number of 

followers. Through Thora’s example, I found that she was well adjusted and content 

with her choice to limit her selfie activity as she resisted the social and cultural 

pressures of amassing likes and followers. Amassing followers and likes are very 

powerful in that they can invoke social comparisons, yet Thora was self-empowered 

to evade such comparisons. 
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 Adeline saw selfies as an irritation in her life that did not reflect her true 

character and inward beauty. She resisted the social pressures of posting selfies but 

found that she needed to relent on one occasion. This was a struggle for her. Adeline 

thought of herself as different and wanted to remain different to stay true to herself. 

Adeline expressed self-empowerment by resisting the social and cultural pressures 

of selfies on her own terms. I also found that Adeline had a propensity for reading 

and writing that she equated to the likes of taking a picture. Where one reads and 

responds to a piece of writing, one reads and responds to a selfie. 

 Synthia considered control an important part of her life that extended 

beyond her selfie activity. I found that Synthia used control in two ways. First, she 

commanded what selfies to post, when to post, and how to post. Second, she 

exercised self-control when dealing with distasteful comments. Though Synthia 

rarely took individual selfies, she enjoyed taking group selfies. Group selfies self-

empowered her to be her own person without worry of judgment from her group. 

She was not constrained by the expectations of others. I also found that control 

meant protecting friends from hateful comments and difficult situations. And, that 

taking selfie videos provided a sense of power and control. Video allowed her to 

make her voice heard and to speak out on social causes. I found that her phone 

meant control and self-empowerment to connect to her social world. 
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Group Findings 

In the group analysis, the girls exercised self-empowerment in numerous 

instances. It was implemented as they dealt with issues of self-esteem, self-

confidence, and control. I found that the girls used selfies as tools to self-empower. 

In varying levels, they wanted control of their selfies. They wanted to decide how 

they self-presented, to who they self-presented, where they self-presented, and 

when they self-presented. 

In accordance with self-esteem, I found three main concepts. First, the girls 

used the delete button in ways that build their self-worth. They eliminated 

unflattering selfies that could otherwise diminish their self-esteem. Second, I found 

that self-esteem was closely tied to self-perceptions of facial image and not body 

image. One’s facial image was an important factor in self-worth. And third, selfies 

brought about identity change and evolving identities shaped self-esteem. Taking 

selfies was a significant form of identity construction. 

 The data on self-confidence yielded several ideas that related to selfies. First 

and foremost, selfies were used as tools to build self-confidence. The girls used 

selfies to change the circumstances in their lives. I found that positive comments 

built self-confidence. And, a lack of self-confidence can make girls resistant to 

posting or sharing selfies. 

The findings on self-empowerment and control showed that some girls felt a 

loss of control when others took pictures of them when they did not want to 
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participate with the photo taking. Having control of the camera meant self-

empowerment over their photo image and self-representation. All the girls 

expressed the desire to approve a photo when others took a photograph of them. 

Most of the girls preferred to take their own selfies instead of the traditional 

photograph. Table 11 gives an overview of the individual and group findings of 

section four. 

Table 11 

Individual and Group Findings-Section 4 

 
Individual and Group Findings on Self-empowerment 

 
 
Thora, Adeline, and 
Synthia 

 
1. Some girls take a stand against the social and 
cultural pressures of taking selfies. 
2. Amassing likes and followers are not an 
enticement for all girls. 
3. Selfies do not reflect character and inward beauty. 
4. Control means power to direct one’s social world. 
 

 
All Girls 

 
1. Using the delete button builds self-esteem. 
2. Self-esteem is closely tied to facial image. 
3. Taking selfies contributes to identity formation. 
4. Selfies are used as tools to build self-confidence 
and change life circumstances 
5. A lack of self-confidence makes girls resistant to 
taking selfies 
6. Girls want to approve the photos others take of 
them. 
7. Controlling the camera and the delete button self-
empower girls to manage their own image. 
 

 



 253 

 Overall, this data set revealed how the girls used selfies to self-empower as 

they dealt with self-esteem, self-confidence, and control of their own lives. Some 

girls were well adjusted taking and sharing selfies. Other girls were well adjusted 

not taking selfies or being selective with their selfie involvement. The level of 

activity was an individual choice. They used selfies as tools to help them navigate 

through issues of self-esteem, self-confidence, and control. 

Summary 

Selfies were the catalyst that revealed a multitude of dimensions and levels of 

acting and thinking as seen in this chapter and outlined in the four sections. Section 

one of this chapter investigated the value of selfies in meaning making as it related 

to selfie types and self-image. A look at selfie types revealed that the girls used 

different types of selfies for different purposes. And, some selfies were made and 

shared to represent self-image. All the girls used selfies with a sense of purpose and 

control and used selfies to make meaning in their lives. 

Section two looked at the significance of selfies in relationships as it 

pertained to boys, followers, family, and friends. Sharing selfies with boys helped 

the girls negotiate gender attraction and gender issues. The purpose for building 

relationships with followers varied for each girl but all the girls used selfies as a 

message tool to connect with their followers. Texting and posting selfies for family 

members fostered support and affirmation in their relationships. Relationships with 

friends offered a sense of belonging in a community where selfies were valued and 
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embraced. Building relationships was a key motivating factor in sharing selfies with 

others. 

Section three explored the importance of selfies in communication as it 

connected to cell phone technology and social media. The girls communicated about 

themselves using selfies that depicted who they were. Phone ownership signaled 

prestige and allowed the girls a mobile lifestyle. Phones were used as a tool to make 

and share selfies. In addition, the girls use selfies to communicate in their social 

media communities. The main objective for the girls was communication with 

others and social media access. Phones and social media were the primary tools 

used for communication. 

Section four examined the importance of selfies in self-empowerment as it 

correlated to self-esteem, self-confidence, and control. The girls build their self-

esteem by selecting their own selfies and they frequently used the delete button to 

eliminate unflattering selfies. Building self-esteem aided in identity construction. 

The girls used selfies to change circumstances in their lives by building their self-

confidence. The girls desired control in their life particularly with approving or 

disapproving selfies that other people took. Some girls felt a loss of control when 

others took pictures of them. 

All the girls were their own individual person learning to negotiate their 

daily life. Taking and sharing selfies gave them inner-fortitude to make meaning, 



 255 

build relationships, use technology and social media, and become self-empowered 

persons by their actions. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

In my introduction to this study, I told the story of two girls that I observed at 

a restaurant. The girls refused to let their mother take a photograph of them. The 

girls opted to take selfies instead. With amazement and intrigue, I engaged them in a 

conversation. The girls talked about controlling the camera, deleting unwanted 

photos, and holding command over the photos they wanted posted to social media. 

After the conversation, I had more questions and wonderings about what I had 

witnessed and the conversation that ensued. Suddenly, selfies did not seem 

inconsequential or trivial to me any longer. I saw in these two young girls something 

deeper and more substantial than just taking pictures, but that something was 

undefined. Thus, I started my journey to explore young girls’ out-of-school literacy 

practices, particularly the act of taking and posting selfies. The chance encounter 

with these two girls was the impetus for this study. 

Literature Review 

 Studies on adolescent literacy and identity show how youth position 

themselves in relation to their identities. Studies have been done with specific 

literacy practices in mind such as graffiti writing (Moje, 2000), gaming (Gee, 2007a), 

and zining (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005). While others have looked at race (Bruna, 

2007; Gibson, 2010), gender (Finders, 1997), and class (O'Brien et al., 2007). Each 
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orientation has contributed to the understanding of how adolescents negotiate 

identity as they engage in literacy practices. 

The extant literature on adolescent girls revealed that they engage in many 

literacy practices outside of school that support academic practices and identity 

formation (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003b; Lewis & Del Valle, 2009). Popular 

culture employs a wide range of literacy practices that adolescent girls connect with 

and research has taken notice of these practices. Researchers examined ways and 

reasons that girls use hybridized language in chat rooms (Cammack, 2002; 

Merchant, 2001), blogging (Santoy, 2013), online journaling (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 

2005), instant messaging (Lewis & Fabos, 2005), fandom writing (Black, 2005; 

Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003a), types of femininities (Thomas, 2004), gender 

swapping (Kelly et al., 2006), social relationships (Merchant, 2001), positioning in 

virtual worlds (Guzzetti, 2008), web page building (Stern, 2004), and gaming 

(Steinkuehler, 2006). Consensus across these studies is that girls actively read and 

create with media, they use different modalities, and they respond positively in their 

day-to-day engagement. 

Mobile devices (Merchant, 2012a) and social media (Black, 2009) are tools 

that girls use every day to extend their knowledge of the world, to build their social 

relationships, and to form identities. Selfies provide a new platform for performing 

these activities. A major component of youths’ social and digital worlds are social 

media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Social networking is a 
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dominant presence in the daily lives of adolescents. Many youth use social media to 

maintain and extend friendships that are connected to familiar contexts such as 

school, family, and social groups (Ito et al., 2013). The mobile phone has become a 

prevalent feature in present-day society. It is considered a communication device, a 

statement about aesthetics, and a symbol of popular culture. Adolescent identity is 

influenced by mobile phones (Stald, 2008) and interaction with social media (Reid & 

Boyer, 2013). 

Problem, Purpose, and Research Questions 

Research shows that adolescent girls engage in many leisure and academic 

activities outside of school that support literacy practices (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 

2003b) and identity formation (Black & Steinkuehler, 2009; Cammack, 2002; 

Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003a; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004; Lewis & Fabos, 2005; 

Schilt, 2003). The use of online spaces (Thomas, 2004) and mobile devices 

(Merchant, 2012a) have become an integral component of girls’ everyday lives that 

results in copious reading and writing. In these instances, literacy is a social event 

where girls can use online spaces and digital devices to shape and reshape 

identities. Recent and rapid changes in technology provide platforms for new ways 

of representing identities. 

The problem is that some of these contexts have not been explored and 

literacy research has not kept pace with advances of technology and emerging 

literacy practices of adolescent girls. This can specifically be seen in adolescent girls’ 
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use of selfies. There is scant research (Chua & Chang, 2016; Mascheroni et al., 2015; 

Wang, 2012) that looks at how young girls use selfies in literacy development and 

identity formation. According to sociocultural theory, selfies would be considered a 

form of literacy and, thus, instrumental in developing identity. For this reason, 

research in this area is needed because fostering positive identities for girls is 

critical for literacy development. Exploring identity lends insight into ways to draw 

girls into literacy practices that will enhance and support development. Without 

further research, we cannot know the full extent of how identity and literacy 

continue to evolve using selfies. The better we understand how girls represent their 

identities in a globalized and technological world, the better we can support them in 

the process. 

Researchers (Alvermann, 2008; Bruce, 2009; Guzzetti, 2006; Luke, 2003; 

Moje, 2009) identify the need to explore the day-to-day literacy activities of 

adolescents as new practices and technologies emerge because students are already 

engaged in literacy practices that are unexplored by research. The purpose of the 

study is to explore how young adolescent girls use selfies as literacy practices in 

social media and through mobile technology. I also explore the role selfies play in 

the girls’ shaping and reshaping of identities. In this study, identity will be generally 

defined as “being recognized as a certain kind of person in a given context” (Gee,  
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2000b, p. 99). To address this purpose, the following research questions were used 

to guide this study: 

1.) In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy 

practices and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 

2.) In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 

phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 

3.) How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey their perception of 

their own identities? 

Theoretical Framework 

I approached this study from a sociocultural perspective that views literacy 

as a social practice (Gee, 2008a; Street, 1984). The theoretical constructs informing 

this research came from sociocultural theory (Barton & Hamilton, 1998b; Vygotsky, 

1978), New Literacy Studies (Heath, 1983; New London Group, 1996), theories of 

identity (Gee, 2000b; Lewis et al., 2007), and theories of adolescent literacy 

(Alvermann, 2009; Langer, 2009). A sociocultural approach views learning as a 

process shaped by many different social, cultural, and historical factors. Learning is 

enhanced through social interactions and experiences in authentic settings. 

Methodology 

This study was patterned after Marshall and Rossman’s (2011) concept of 

qualitative research that suggests that research is exploratory or descriptive of the 

context, setting, and the participants’ frame of reference. It was aligned with Stake’s 
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(1995) concept of collective case study that suggest that data is collected and 

analyzed from several participants, with important coordination between the 

individual studies. The study explored individual girls’ perspectives and offered 

individual and group analysis of four major themes. The data sources used for this 

study included individual interviews, focus groups, and selfie artifacts. I analyzed 

the data through in inductive process for identifying codes and categories. I then 

identified reoccurring themes with similar patterns to form a deeper understanding 

of the data. There were ten female participants, 13 and 14 years old. They attended 

the same middle school and all were in the seventh grade. The ethnicity composition 

was mixed, three girls were African American, three were Anglo, and four were 

Hispanic. 

Answering the Research Questions 

For over a decade girls have engaged in taking and sharing selfies. This out-

of-school literacy activity is widely exercised by many girls. The data for this study 

revealed that the girls used selfies to make meaning in their lives, to build 

relationships with others, to communicate through mobile devices and social media, 

and to empower themselves. I also found that the girls used selfies to build 

identities. Based on the data of this study, selfies can be viewed as literacy acts 

where girls make use of multiple forms of literacy. These acts are aligned with 

concepts and theories drawn from New Literacy Studies. The New London group 

(2000) offered six meaning-making systems: linguistic, visual, audio, gesture, space, 



 262 

and the multimodal combination of any of these. The systems provide a way to 

create and attach meaning to any one mode or combination of modes. The girls in 

this study used these systems and combinations of these systems to organize their 

selfie lives. The following answers the research questions and relates the findings to 

the literature base. 

Research Question #1 
In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy practices and 
communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 
 

Day-to-Day Literacy Practices 

One of the first findings to emerge in this study was the value of selfies in 

meaning making. Two individual cases revealed a deep understanding of how girls 

used selfies to make meaning in their lives. Two Selfie Experts (girls who were 

enthusiastic about taking and posting selfies and had a degree of expertise) 

illustrated how they made meaning by defining selfie types and by using selfies to 

develop a self-image. 

The girls in this study used selfies in a variety of ways that expressed day-to-

day literacy practices. They used different types of selfies for different purposes and 

they used selfies to build their self-image. I defined both acts as expressions of 

meaning making. As researchers (Alvermann, Hagood, & William, 2001; Kress, 

2003b) have pointed out, meaning making presents learning as an active social 

process that is largely constructed within and shaped by social and cultural 

communicative acts. 
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Taking and posting selfies was primarily performed in out-of-school 

environments. The girls rarely performed their selfie activity in the school setting. 

On very few occasions, the girls talked about taking selfies at school when they 

received special permission. None of the girls recalled a time when a teacher used 

selfies to promote academic learning. Thus, in partial answer to the first question 

regarding in-school activity, the data showed that there was no significant selfie 

activity in school. The few incidences that were mentioned by the girls were 

discussed in Chapter Four. 

Selfie Types 

Theories of literacy originated from research connected to theorists such as 

Barton and Hamilton (1998a), Heath (1983), Purcell-Gates (1995), and Street 

(1984). Collectively, these researchers were concerned with everyday literacy 

practices in social and cultural contexts. Sociocultural theory plays an important 

role in literacy as it emphasizes social and cultural beliefs that a community 

embraces regarding the importance and function of literacy. A sociocultural 

perspective of literacy is more than simply reading, writing, and developing a set of 

skills for encoding and decoding. It is based on a social nature of learning and social 

interaction. For the girls in this study, understanding literacy as a social practice 

meant building on social and cultural resources. The girls’ interests, goals and values 

are what became relevant in their selfies. It also dictated the type of selfies they 
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took. Determining the type of selfie to share was structured by who it would be 

shared with and for what purpose. 

Jenifer’s individual case emphasized the concept of selfie types. She made the 

distinction between group and individual selfies. Taking different types of selfies 

created various scenarios for Jenifer to practice day-to-day literacy acts. Her group 

selfies captured moments that were shared with other people and encouraged social 

interaction. Group selfies were a powerful medium that allowed her to communicate 

with others through shared experiences. Her individual selfies focused on solo 

images and centered on self-representation. These two types of selfies allowed her 

to design different representations of herself and to enact different social roles that 

could potentially be redesigned in other contexts. This is reflective of Jacobs’ (2006) 

study on instant messaging. She described how instant messaging provided a space 

for participation in different text roles once a skill was learned. The skills could be 

rearranged to meet the demands of changing texts. 

One of the individual selfies that Jenifer talked about was the perfect selfie. 

By her account, the perfect selfie had to do with portraying herself in a specific way 

that appealed to attractiveness. She was not concerned with perfection but rather 

contentment. She used her own perceptions of a perfect selfie to establish a positive 

self-image. Jenifer referred to her different poses and facial expressions as moods 

and she used the different moods to communicate different messages to her 

audience. She was building a portfolio of herself and learning to think of her social 
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world in terms of how she would represent herself. As a familiar and comfortable 

activity, Jenifer enjoyed taking selfies anytime the situation presented itself. 

Group. The group analysis showed that not all girls took selfies, but one facet 

or another intrinsically captivated all the participants in the study. The girls chose 

which aspect of the selfie phenomenon was most beneficial to them. Looking across 

the data of all ten girls showed that they used different types of selfies to convey 

different messages. For most girls, the perfect selfie was not about acquiring 

technical skills or aesthetic perfection. The idea of a perfect selfie expressed how 

selfies had value and made powerful statements about navigating the contexts of 

their lives. It was not about producing perfection as much as it was about producing 

a message or accomplishing a task. And it was about shaping social practices and 

building social relationships. The importance of such a connection is key in viewing 

literacy as a social practice as described by scholars such as Gee (2008b), Heath 

(1983), Street (1995). The idea of understanding literacy as a social practice meant 

building on social and cultural resources. It was the girls’ individual interests and 

goals that framed what became relevant in their selfie and the type of selfie they 

produced. Determining the type of selfie to share was structured by who it would be 

shared with and for what purpose. 

Self-Image 

A broad understanding of self-image refers to one’s conception of oneself. 

Building self and developing a self-image are acts of design and meaning making. 
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Jewitt and Kress (2003) proposed that meaning making is an act of design that 

involves the learner in a process of active transformation of their world. The process 

involves constant shaping and reshaping of social and cultural resources. The 

process of meaning making showed how the participants in this study understood, 

discerned, and made sense of life events as they created and shared selfies with 

others. Meaning making was an active social process that was largely constructed 

within and shaped by social and cultural interactions. Taking and sharing selfies was 

a process of formulating self-images and identities. Formulating self-images and 

identity created a place for negotiating and experimenting with one’s social position 

in the world. 

Nicole was very purposeful in the selfies she chose to share on social media. 

Whether they were fun selfies and serious selfies, as she called them, she was 

always mindful of her self-image and the message that her selfies communicated. 

Her selfies not only communicated how she saw herself, they influenced how others 

saw her. Great care was taken with poses, angles, and lighting. Her serious selfies 

portrayed a girl with perfect hair, eyebrows, and makeup. Her selfies took careful 

planning and exuded self-confidence and beauty. Nicole was aware that people 

evaluated her through her selfies. Accordingly, she paid much attention to details 

and produced exceptional selfies. Maintaining a certain standard and keeping a level 

of self-confidence was a driving force behind Nicole’s selfies. 
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Nicole had perfected techniques for taking selfies and she strived to 

represent herself in a positive self-image. With the advances of technology and the 

quick accessibility of digital remakes, Nicole could create digital representation of 

self that communicated idealized beauty. Similarly, Thomas’ (2004) study explored 

how girls used words and images, in an online graphical chat room, to create a 

digital presence. In doing so, the girls self-produced idealized selves and bodies. 

Both Thomas’ study and this study demonstrated that girls have a sense of 

empowerment to recreate self. Creating cyber girls in a graphical environment or 

remaking selfies for a digital presence, allowed the girls the space to explore new 

ways of reinventing themselves. 

Group. Building a self-image was another form of day-to-day experiences 

that the girls experienced with their selfies. Selfies that were intentionally created 

for representing one’s self-image were held to a higher standard as opposed to fun 

selfies or group selfies. All the girls in the study were influenced, for good or for bad, 

by the pressures of producing a good selfie and a positive self-image. When asked 

how they liked to project their self-image the girls focused primarily on facial 

features, poses, and external applications such as clothing and makeup. The concept 

of a positive self-image was elusive for some of the girls. Generally, the girls did not 

talk about their own self-image but referred to the self-image of others. This may 

have been because they were in the process of negotiating what that meant for 

them. What was clear was that the girls were very interested in seeing what other 
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girls and celebrities did with their selfies and the self-image that others portrayed. 

Looking at others’ selfies helped them make decisions about their own practice. 

Communicative Acts 

Another major finding in this study was the value of selfies in relationships. 

Individual cases showed a multifaceted understanding of how girls used selfies as 

communicative acts in their relationships. The three Selfie Specialists (girls who 

took selfies regularly and were knowledgeable about selfie trends) illustrated how 

they used selfies to build and maintain their relationships online. Relationships and 

communities gave structure to the types of identity practices that were performed 

by the girls. 

The girls used selfies as day-to-day tools for communicating with others in 

their personal and social worlds. This aligned with research that stated the 

importance of communication in everyday life, particularly online communication 

(Greenhow & Robelia, 2009; Merchant, 2006). Taking selfies was making sense of 

relationships. It was drawing on similar situations and using available cultural 

resources to make meaning in their lives and with those they called friends, 

followers, and family. 

Boys and Friends 

In a broad sense, relationship refers to the way two or more people are 

connected to each other through social and cultural interactions. A sociocultural 

theory (Street, 1995) on relationships is defined, in part, by a connection to social 
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communities that inform ways of communicating and living. Relationships and 

communities give structure to the types of practices that are performed. The girls in 

this study demonstrated that relationships provided a platform for self-presentation 

and a range of other communicative acts. Taking selfies was making sense of 

relationships. It was drawing on similar situations and on using available cultural 

resources to make meaning in their lives and with those they called friends. 

Katie’s case drew attention to gender relationships and friendships. Her 

insight on boys was based on her observations. She shared how girls were 

motivated to take and post selfies to attract boys. Using selfies, the girls learned 

about gender relationships by testing and experimenting with visual and textual 

communication online. The start of girls’ interests often began with looking at boys’ 

profiles and selfies. Using selfies to communicate with boys online allowed the girls 

the opportunity to develop and negotiate gender. These findings are broadly in line 

with Kelly’s et al. (2006) study on girls’ interactive online femininities. The study 

explored girls’ learning about issues of femininity that took place online through 

chat rooms, instant messaging, and role-playing games. The girls reported that 

online activities allowed them to rehearse different ways of playing with gender and 

being gender rebellious. Katie’s experience with boys was tacit. However, she did 

make efforts to post selfies that communicated self-confident so that boys would 

recognize this character quality. By her account, this also helped her avoid social 

comparisons from other girls. She was aware that girls monitored each other’s 
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social activity and they made note of what attracted boy and who attracted boys. At 

the same time, seeking relationships with boys was a collective process as girls 

consulted, supported, and advised each other on the type of selfies to post. 

Katie also had insight on friendships. She took a different approach to 

friendships as opposed to relationships with boys. She placed great importance on 

friendships. She used her phone and social media extensively to keep in contact with 

her friends. Sharing selfies and taking selfies with others gave her the opportunity 

to build new friendships and strengthen older ones. Sharing selfies with her friends 

and posting them on social media gave Katie a sense of bonding and support. It also 

gave her the opportunity to record life events that she shared with them. 

Group (boys). Looking at the ten girls in totality, the findings showed that 

most girls took a tacit approach in attracting boys with their selfies. This may have 

been because of the young age of the participants and the newness of learning how 

to establish gender relationships. This was in contrast to a study (Albury, 2015) on 

selfies, gender, and sexuality. The 16 and 17-year-old participants in this study 

framed selfie production and sharing as a sexed and gendered process. Attracting 

boys with selfies was a preoccupation for some of the girls in this study, but that 

was not the case with all of them. When the girls did use selfies to attract boys they 

appealed to beauty. Interestingly, all the girls were active in observing boy selfies 

online. They talked about the boys’ poses, physiques, clothes, facial features and any 

texts or objects that were prominent in the selfies. Looking at boy selfies was a 
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fascination for the girls and they were aware that boys reciprocated in like fashion. 

Some girls were comfortable communicating with boys through comments, likes, 

and emojis while others were not. For the most part, they were more curious than 

aggressive. In fact, some girls were tentative about asking boys to befriend them on 

social media. 

Group (friends). The main types of selfies that the girls took were group 

selfies taken with their friends. Friends were an important element in building 

relationships and selfies were an activity that supported communicative acts. Bonds 

with friends turned individual voices into collective thinking and acting. Collective 

values and ways of being positively strengthened bonds. The girls put high value in 

affirming peers’ selfies with messages, likes, and emojis. This mode of 

communication was not only welcomed but it was sought after. The comments that 

they gave and received were in line with “You’re pretty” and “You look cute.” The 

emojis were often kissy face, fire, or heart icons. Pointing out a nice feature that 

stood out to them was another form of assuring their friends that their selfie was 

well done. Each communicative act was short and to the point. The main idea was to 

send an affirming message. Friends were also supportive and protective when a 

selfie went awry and negative comments were received. The girls invested capital in 

their circle of friends and the capital was worth protecting. The girls benefited from 

sharing common interests as members of an affinity group (Gee, 2000a). 
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Followers 

Followers refer to the various relationships one has on social media. They 

subscribe to a person’s social media account to see content and to communicate, 

often in the form of short comments, emojis, and likes. Private and public accounts 

determine which follower can subscribe. The girls in this study used multiple 

accounts to serve different types of followers. Often, the private accounts consisted 

of family and friends. Sometimes it was exclusive to just friends. Public accounts 

were opened for anyone to subscribe. 

Baby D’s case concentrated on concepts related to followers in general. For 

example, she had two accounts and each one had a different purpose with different 

types of selfies. Her primary account was a private account used to maintain 

relationships with followers that she knew well such as family and friends. She 

looked to these relationships for intimate connection and communication. The 

second account was public and was opened to any potential follower who was 

interested in sport shoes, what she called shoe selfies. One of her goals for this 

account was to amass a large following. Communication with these followers was 

superficial but they shared in a common interest. Baby D proactively formed these 

two social media accounts to communicate different content with different 

followers. Baby D’s accounts highlighted concepts of Gee’s (2007a) infinity spaces. 

According to Gee, affinity spaces are locations, often in online spaces, where groups 

of people come together to share goals, interests, or a common activity. 
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Group. The group data revealed that there were many variances to the 

concept of followers and variances on how the girls functioned within the different 

discourse communities. Building relationships with followers meant constant 

communication and the girls enjoyed using selfies as a messaging tool. The type of 

followers that the girls maintained and the number of followers that they amassed 

was linked to the purpose for building the relationships. They created different 

accounts to attract specific types of followers. For example, there were accounts 

specified for sport shoes aficionados, cat accounts, best friend accounts, and sibling 

accounts. Overall, the accounts served different purposes, attracted different 

followers, and established different types of communicative acts with followers. 

There was status tied to the number of followers the girls had as well as the 

number of people they chose to follow. Being successful on both ends meant 

building their status. Those with public accounts had larger numbers of followers 

then those with private accounts. The girls noted how large numbers of likes and 

comments communicated status to followers. Accounts such as Facebook and 

Instagram were generally used for family and friends, whereas, Snapchat and Kik 

were geared toward close friends. In her study on social networking sites, boyd 

(2007) found that teens developed significant cultural worth during their 

interaction in social media. Interaction online provided long-lasting insights into 

status negotiation and peer-to-peer social development. The youth in her study had 



 274 

the opportunity to make sense of cultural cues and public life due to their 

engagement with others on social media. 

Family 

In a broad sense, family refers to all the members living together in a 

household and includes distant members outside the household such as 

grandparents and cousins. Family life was important to the girls in this study. They 

shared close relationships with siblings, parents, and distant family members. They 

frequently took selfies with family to record memories and life events. Posting 

selfies for family member supported family ties. 

Elizabeth’s case focused on family relationships. Family life was important to 

her particularly her relationship with her older sister and brother. For Elizabeth, 

spending time and building memories with family was a central piece in building 

strong communication ties. Taking selfies and video selfies together made it 

possible for all three siblings to reinforce family bonds. For Elizabeth, family 

extended beyond the walls of her home. She had other family members who lived in 

other states and in other countries. She used selfies to capture family events and 

record memories spent with them. Elizabeth used selfies to communicate to a wider 

audience the importance of her family life. These communicative acts nurtured the 

family relationships for her purposes and goals. 

Group. One of the strongest indicators that girls used selfies as a 

communicative act came through the efforts of connecting with family. Like 
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Elizabeth, they posted selfies for near and distant family members to see. They took 

selfies with family members to make and preserve memories. All the girls talked 

about posting selfies to give updates of their daily lives for family to see. The most 

interesting finding on family was that the girls talked frequently about taking selfies 

with siblings as a common and enjoyable practice. The sibling bonding showed how 

selfies played a noteworthy role in family relations. This included both younger and 

older siblings. The girls often talked about it in terms of building memories and 

preserving family photos for others to see. 

Summary 

The process of choosing to take a specific type of selfie, to convey a specific 

self-image, to communicate to a specific audience, demonstrated how the girls used 

meaning making on a day-to-day basis. This finding aligned with concepts of 

multiliteracies where various forms of literacy such as music, gaming, images, and 

others are used, to make meaning (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000a) and where multimodal 

tools are used to communicate and compose messages for others (Kress, 2010).  

The process of meaning making connects directly with building identity. Gee 

(1996) described identity as fulfilling a social role in a given context. The girls 

embodied multiple roles within multiple contexts using multiple modes of 

expressions, while implementing multiple tools. Gee (1996) asserted that social 

ways of using language and symbolic expressions such as thinking, feeling, believing, 

valuing, and acting can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially 
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meaningful group. By specifying the type of selfies that they used, the girls signaled 

that they were engaging in a socially meaningful role and filling a social niche in a 

distinctively recognizable fashion. For example, serious and individual selfies 

signaled that the girls were presenting a self-image, whereas, group and fun selfies 

signaled that the girls were socially constructing relationships. Variances of these 

types of selfies communicated specific identities to specific audiences. 

The girls in this study were proactive in forming relationships that served 

their purpose. Taking selfies was organized around relationships. By sharing selfies, 

the girls were socialized and enmeshed profoundly into principal relationships. The 

participants engaged in different forms of meaning making events and 

communicative acts as they constructed and shared their selfies. Selfies also 

encouraged social nurturing as the girls attended to various relationships online. 

Through these acts, the participants showed how selfies were used as day-to-day 

literacy practices and communicative acts. A sociocultural theory on identity 

(Alvermann, Marshall, et al., 2012; Barton & Hamilton, 1998b; Gee, 2000b; Lewis et 

al., 2007) is defined, in part, by a connection to social communities such as family 

friends, church, and school in which individuals are raised and in which they 

ultimately choose to participate. These communities give structure to the types of 

practices they engage in, with whom they engage, and for what purpose. These 

relationships give access to specific activities associated with specific identities. 
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Research Question #2 
In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile phones as 
tools for representing themselves through selfies? 
 

Representing Self 

Recent and rapid changes in technology provided platforms for new ways of 

representing identities. One of the findings to emerge in this study was the value of 

selfies in representing self and building identity. The girls in this study used mobile 

devices and social media as multimodal tools for creating ideal messages to 

represent themselves to others. Two Selfie Partakers (girls who took selfies on 

occasion with less enthusiasm) shed light on how they used social media and mobile 

devices as tools to represent themselves in their social worlds. 

Social media and phones played a major role in how the girls performed 

representations of themselves and how that representation was communicated to 

others. This study aligned with research that affirmed the significance of social 

media (Alvermann, Hutchins, & McDevitt, 2012; Greenhow, 2011b) mobile phones 

(Merchant, 2012a; Pachler, 2007), and identity (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005) in the 

everyday life of adolescent youth. For the girls in this study, social media and 

phones provided a site where social norms were established and representation 

was negotiated and constructed using selfies. 

Gee (2008a) described identity in various ways; for example, Discourse is a 

membership in a particular social group centered on common interests and goals. It 

is an identity kit that regulates how to act and talk so that others can recognize the 
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social roles. Also, it is an infinity group that focuses on shared activities and goals. 

These perspectives enable us to understand how identities are developed and how 

they are germane in social environments. Gee’s theory on identity provided a lens 

for examining the social and literacy practices of the girls as they engaged in identity 

building while using social media and mobile devices. 

Social Media 

 A broad understanding of social media refers to online communities where 

information, selfies, and personal messages are shared. Research on everyday 

literacy practices, such as gaming (Gee, 2007b), fandom (Black, 2005) and blogging 

(Santoy, 2013) provide an insightful look at how youth socialize and learn in digital 

spaces. Everyday learning happens when youth engage in activities that are driven 

by interests and social connections (Ito et al., 2013). 

Research on girls and social media is expanding, strengthening the link 

between online spaced, literacy, and identity. Girls use many different online 

literacy practices for representing or performing particular identities. Pew Internet 

and American Life Project found that 92% of teenagers, ages 13-17, are daily users 

of social media sites and 71% report using more than one site. The pervasive use of 

social media and the flux of changing identities with the girls in this study showed 

that this was a common occurrence in daily living. They diversify their use of social 

media to suit their goals and purposes. For example, Lisa’s multiple social media 

accounts offered her opportunities for experimenting and building identities that 
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recognized her as a member of particular groups that represented her as a specific 

type of person for each group. 

Social media was important in Lisa’s life. She maintained four active social 

media accounts to represent herself. She chose to make all her accounts private to 

monitor who had access to her personal information and her selfies. Snapchat was 

one of her main accounts where she connected with approximately 25 friends. She 

checked it every day after school to see updates of her friends and to post her 

selfies. Lisa took selfies based on the mood she was in. If she was in a good mood she 

posted her selfies for others to see. If she was in a sad mood she kept the selfies to 

herself. Her sad selfies were a private matter and she did not use these to represent 

herself in social media. Lisa’s approach to taking selfies was different from her 

friends. She chose not to wear makeup. Her poses consisted of a straight look into 

the lens. And, she often covered her face using hand signs. Lisa struggled with how 

to represent herself to others on social media and it was something she was coming 

to terms with. Lisa’s actions were not out of the ordinary as Chua’s and Chang’s 

(2016) study suggested that young adolescent girls struggle with understanding 

how to represent themselves. Chua and Chang also contended that girls conform to 

peer standards and follow peer norms to guide their self-presentation. On this note, 

Lisa did not always look to peer guidance but trusted adults like her mother to guide 

her. She recounted a time when a selfie was posted that did not represent her well. 

She became acutely aware of her mother’s disappointment and this resonated with 
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her. This caused Lisa to be more discreet with how she represented herself on social 

media. 

Group. The group findings on social media showed that the girls established 

different accounts for different purposes to communicate with different discourse 

communities and to represent different identities. Each one of these communities 

fulfilled a social role in a given context that expressed ways of thinking, valuing, and 

acting that identified the girls as a member of a social group (Gee, 2008a). Various 

accounts were used in significant ways, such as building relationships, representing 

self, and constructing identities. The level of use and the number of accounts varied 

from girl to girl. They favored Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, and Kik. The girls 

shared their selfies primarily on social media spaces and addressed multiple 

audiences simultaneously. Social practice in online spaces has received wide 

attention in research (Ellison et al., 2007; Greenhow & Burton, 2011; Thomason & 

Kuperminc, 2013; Xie, 2014) and is consistent with how the girls in this study 

sought to represent themselves. 

Five girls had private accounts, three had public accounts, and two had a 

mixture of both private and public. They screened potential followers in the private 

accounts and automatically accepted any interested followers in the public accounts. 

Most the girls did not follow the guidelines for opening an account nor did they 

always list their correct age. Different media sites were set up for different purposes 

depending on how they wanted to represent themselves. For example, one girl used 
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Instagram to post appealing selfies for friends and used Facebook to communicate 

with family. Another girl had two accounts reserved for friends, Instagram and 

Snapchat. Snapchat was used for the more intimate friends. Making distinctions 

between friends and family was a deliberate act by some of the girls. This is similar 

to West, Lewis and Currie’s (2009) study on Facebook friendships. They explored 

the different groups of friends that university aged students maintained. It found 

that parents were rarely reported to be Facebook friends because of 

embarrassment, social norms, and worries about mothers. 

Taking and posting selfies on social media meant keeping the delete or edit 

button close at hand. The girls were concerned with unflattering selfies and negative 

comments. Representing oneself on social media was closely tied to likes, 

comments, and emojis. Most responses were received positively and were sought 

after. Comments and emojis were more personal and were mainly sent by close 

friends. Likes were more general and were sent by all the followers. I found that the 

girls looked at social media often. They talked about scrolling to compare selfies of 

famous people, popular school peers, and friends. They studied poses and angles. 

They explored makeup and clothing. They considered facial features and body parts. 

They looked at the lighting and settings. They read quotes and comments. And, they 

examined the responses and icons that others received. Posting selfies for 

representation, communicating with others, and searching friends’ accounts had the 

potential of consuming enormous amount of time. 
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Technology 

A framework of technology refers to mobile devices that transmit over the 

Internet. Specific to the girls in this study, this included mobile phones and one 

tablet. Mobile devices played a major role in communication and how the girls 

performed identities. Mobile phones provide a site where social norms were 

established and identities were negotiated and constructed using selfies. Adolescent 

identity is influenced by the use of mobile devices (Stald, 2008). They have become 

the site of identity play and experimentation. Advances in the mobile phone, with 

immediate connectivity anytime and anywhere, allows users to maintain multiple 

connections and identities at any one time (Sheller, 2004). The nature of identity is 

tied to the paradigm shift of how youth communicate in a technological world. It has 

influenced concepts of identity where it is less about psychological properties 

(Erikson, 1968) and more about kinds of identities (Gee, 2000a). 

The phone was the primary technological tool that Jess used for taking 

selfies, texting friends, and interacting on social media. She spent a couple of hours a 

day on the phone. Jess got her first phone for safety reasons when she was 10 years 

old. She did not use her first phone to make phone calls in the traditional way but 

used it for texting friends. And even though this first phone did not have a back 

camera, she enjoyed taking selfies. The phone allowed Jess the freedom and 

independence to manage her life. It gave her access to social relationships and kept 

her abreast of world events. Due to parental and school controls, there were times 
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when Jess had to live without her phone. On several occasions, she had it taken from 

her at home, by her parents, and at school, by her teachers. Being without her phone 

was a break in daily routine and it was difficult for her to deal with. She learned to 

conform to the phone rules of home and school, but occasionally she tested the 

limits. Jess used her phone in multiple ways including taking selfies to represent 

herself. Representation was reinforced through the positive comments that she 

received from people who saw her selfies. 

Group. All the girls had mobile devices that gave them instant access to their 

friends and family. Merchant (2012a) points out how mobile phones support 

relationships. Phone ownership was a priority and it signaled prestige. Having a 

specific type of phone communicated status. The girls who did not own a phone or 

who had an outdated device faced social stigma. All the girls used their mobile 

devices to take selfies and to keep abreast of responses. Use of mobile phones 

among youth is well documented, as studies (Bachmair, Pachler, & Cook, 2009; 

Thomas & O'Bannon, 2013; Warner, 2016) have looked at the advantages and 

disadvantages of their use in daily living and in the educational realm. 

Receiving communication in the form of likes and comments was important 

to the girls in this study. However, each girl had her own perspective of the level of 

importance. These findings are echoed by other research pointing to how girls make 

use of Internet sites for affirmation, reflection, reinforcement, and negotiation. 

Guzzetti (2006) found that girls used websites that allowed them to enact various 
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identities, to position themselves as learners, to affirm their identities through 

others’ feedback, and to reflect on their performance of identity. 

The use of and the attitude about phones varied considerably from girl to 

girl. The main objective for all the girls was communication with others and 

representation on social media. Daily interaction with phones was commonplace 

and was how the girls represented themselves to others, specifically by posting 

selfies. The phone gave them a mobile lifestyle and the right of entry into a 

technological and mobile world. It also gave them affordances to communicate and 

represent their identities. Adami and Kress (2010) stated: 

Every medium, every technology that we use to represent and to 

communicate - to make and to disseminate meaning - has affordances, both 

of material and social possibilities and constraints. If the formation of 

identity and subjectivity is a process of meaning-making by and about 

ourselves…then the media we use and the affordances they offer – what they 

facilitate, what they hinder and inhibit – influences how we make meaning 

and hence how we come to shape our identity in this respect. (p. 185) 

The girls used their phones for many purposes. Primarily they used them for 

texting their friends and getting current on social media. Several of the girls 

mentioned that they listened to music. Others liked to search the Internet and some 

stayed in touch with national and world news. Others watched videos on their 

phones for entertainment. Sometimes, teachers asked the girls to use their mobile 
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devices to capture work on the board. Occasionally, they made or received a phone 

call from a parent. They used it for security and safety. And, all of them used their 

phones for taking selfies, albeit, some more than others. Of the nine girls that owned 

a phone, seven of them used their phone extensively. 

Summary 

The girls had preferred tools and modes for using their selfies to represent 

themselves and to build identities. The phone and social media were the two 

preferred tools; texting and messaging were the preferred modes. The tools and 

modes were efficient ways to manage their mobile live. The similarities among all 10 

girls regarding the use of technology and social media were striking. Four things 

were prominent. First, they all used social media to stay in constant communication 

with others. Second, they all owned mobile devices and all but one girl had phones. 

Third, technology and social media was not an optional preference; it was a way of 

life without any conception of life outside a digital world. Fourth, communicating 

using mobile devices and social media encompassed hours of attention. 

The tools and modes that the girls engaged with played a role in shaping 

their identities just as they themselves played a role in negotiating and shaping their 

own identities. Gee (2000b) captured the complex and changing facets of identity 

building when he stated that identity is, “the kind of person one is recognized as 

being, at a given time or place, can change from moment to moment in interaction, 

can change from context to context (p. 99). In other words, the kind of identity that 
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the girls projected in any given time was subject to who they were communicating 

with, what site they were communicating on, what tool and mode they used to 

communicate, and for what purpose. The immediacy and ease of using mobile 

technology and social media changed how the girls represented themselves. There 

was a high level of commitment and engagement as the girls used social media to 

build identities, communicate, and socialize. Likewise, phone-mediated 

communication became a site of identity play and experimentation. With immediate 

connectivity anytime and anywhere, the girls could maintain multiple connections 

and identities at any one time. The combination of phones and social media 

contributed to identities that were densely layered, allowing the girls to build 

relationships with wider Discourse communities (Gee, 1996). 

Research Question #3 
How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey their perception of their own 
identities? 
 

Identities 

Three individual cases revealed how the girls used selfies to build their 

identities. The three Selfie Resistors (girls who showed a clear preference for 

resisting social and cultural pressures of taking individual selfies) exemplified how 

they dealt with the concepts of self-confidence, self-esteem, and control and how 

identities were shaped and reshaped through changing contexts. 

Making available social and cultural tools, such as selfies, provided the girls a 

place to explore their identities of which were expressed in a variety of forms. As the 
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girls practiced literacy, they performed specific social roles that identified them as 

belonging to particular groups. Gee’s (1996) work explained how Discourses 

operate as identity kits that allowed the girls to be recognized by each other. An 

identity kit encompassed an array of representational resources such as beliefs and 

values. Membership in multiple communities resulted in performances of multiple 

identities. 

Self-Esteem 

The concept of self-esteem provides an organizing framework for 

considering issues and practices of identity relevant to selfies. Self-esteem refers to 

the feeling of satisfaction in one’s own abilities and confidence in one’s own worth. 

It includes the state of connectedness between the selfie taker and the selfie that is 

produced. 

Thora exemplified the concept of self-esteem. Her individual case revealed 

that some girls are close observers of the selfie phenomenon more than they are 

participants. Thora’s contribution came primary from being observant. By not 

actively taking selfies, she was actively making a statement that selfies were not for 

her. She noted several things about selfies that were noteworthy. She expressed that 

selfies were closely connected to likes and that some girls relied on likes to boost 

their self-esteem. Thora also observed that amassing many followers also boosted 

self-esteem. 
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The phenomenon of receiving likes and amassing followers, and the effects it 

has on self-esteem, is reported in research. For example, Scissors, Burks, and 

Wengrovita (2016) explored the social value of likes on Facebook with females ages 

13-90. With regards to self-esteem, they found that the lower someone’s self-esteem 

was, the more they thought that getting likes was important. People with high self-

esteem believed they received more likes than their friends. Chua and Chang (2016) 

examined self-presentation and peer comparison on social media with teenage girls 

in secondary school. They found that peer comparison and excess attachment to the 

number of likes and followers was driven by the desire to gain attention and 

validation, which linked to issues of self-esteem. 

Through Thora’s example, I found that she was well adjusted and content 

with her choice to limit her selfie activity as she resisted the social and cultural 

pressures of amassing likes and followers. Amassing likes and followers are very 

powerful in that they can invoke social comparisons yet she was self-empowered to 

evade such comparisons. Thora’s identity as a Selfie Resistor came from her strong 

self-esteem that placed value in her person. The selfies that she did post reflected 

identities as a family member and as an animal lover. Thora enjoyed using her 

phone and social media to connect and identify with local and global friends online. 

Though her selfie activity was limited, she was purposeful in the identities that she 

chose to present through her selfies. 
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Group. Looking at self-esteem across the cases yielded vast perspectives. 

The girls were affected differently at different stages of their selfie experiences. 

Sometimes the act of taking and sharing a selfie boosted self-esteem and other times 

it seemed to diminish it as when positive and negative comments were received. 

Some girls were self-empowered to change the trajectory of their self-esteem by 

deliberately posting selfies that added positively to their person. For example, they 

had a sense of control with the delete button. The girls could eliminate selfies that 

were deemed unflattering and that had the potential of diminishing their self-worth. 

In the same fashion, the girls controlled who would be privy to seeing the selfies. 

This was important because it placed the locus of power to self-present within their 

fingertips. They had command of their own photo images and the type of identities 

they sought to present. Seeing themselves in self-approving photos helped build 

their self-worth. They were building identities suited for a particular context and to 

a particular community. Research on adolescent literacy and identity show how 

youth position themselves in relation to their identities. In the context of school 

(Leander, 2002), home (Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 2003), and web-based 

(Alvermann, Marshall, et al., 2012) settings adolescents negotiate identity. Selfies 

sent to a romantic interest and selfies sent to a family member had different values 

and goals. Selfies brought about identity change and evolving identities. Taking and 

sharing selfies was a significant form of identity construction. The girls talked about 

how identities changed with maturation, imitation, and peer pressure. 
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Self-Confidence 

A broad understanding of self-confidence refers to trusting in one’s own 

abilities, judgments, and power. A framework of self-confidence supports the idea 

that building identities through selfies is an empowering act. 

Adeline, my second Selfie Resistor, represented the concept of self-

confidence. Her case represented girls who have a strong aversion to selfies and 

have the self-confidence to resist. She saw selfies as an irritation in her life that did 

not reflect her true character and inward beauty. She resisted the social pressures of 

posting her selfies. However, on one occasion she felt the need to relent when she 

uploaded a profile picture for one of her social media accounts. This was a struggle 

for her because she did not want to conform to what others wanted her to do. She 

thought of herself as different and wanted to stay different to stay true to herself. 

Adeline’s identity as a Selfie Resistor came from her resolution to make her own 

decisions even when they were counter to current trends. Though Adeline did not 

take individual selfies, she did take group selfies. Adeline’s selfies reflected her 

identities as a big sister who loved spending time with her sibling. They also showed 

her as a trusted friend who loved having fun and acting silly with her close friends. 

Evolving identities for Adeline were more evident in the social media communities 

that she engaged. One such platform was a writing community that shared self-

published stories and books. For Adeline, sharing texts online was like sharing 

selfies with others. Her identity on this site was that of a reader and writer. 
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Research on adolescents and media literacy is expanding, strengthening the link 

between online spaces, identity, and literacy (Bruce, 2009; Thomas, 2006). The 

research revealed that adolescents, like Adeline, use many different practices such 

as social networking for representing and performing particular identities. 

Group. The girls in this study talked frequently about self-confidence. It 

became evident that some of the girls had already put a great deal of thought into 

how it affected their lives. For example, girls used selfies to deal with issues of 

shyness and took steps to overcome their fears and improve their quality of life. 

They created specific types of selfie that conveyed confidence in their poses, smiles, 

and eyes to communicate statements of confidence and specific identities. The social 

communities that the girls engaged in played a role in shaping their responses and 

identities to these communities. Gee (2000b) captured the complex facets of identity 

when he stated, “the kind of person one is recognized as being, at a given time or 

place, can change from moment to moment . . . from context to context, and, of 

course, can be ambiguous or unstable” (p. 99). From this perspective, identity is a 

complex and multilayered construct. It is framed as socially constructed, changing, 

flexible, and fluid. 

The data also showed that self-confidence was intrinsically tied to receiving 

comments. Reading comments such as, “You’re so pretty” or “You’re cute,” helped 

build the girls’ confidence level. They drew strength from the positive feedback they 

received. Seeing themselves in appealing selfies and receiving positive comments 
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motivated some of the girls to produce beautiful representations of them. From this 

perspective, posting selfies was an assertive action with purpose. It was an 

emboldened effort to build self-confidence. By these examples, the girls were self-

empowered to face fears head-on, learn how to be assertive, and strive to reach 

their full potential. 

Control 

A wide-ranging understanding of control refers to power that can influence 

one’s behavior or course of events. The concept of control provides a framework for 

exploring matters on identities and self-empowerment. 

Synthia’s case illuminated the concept of control. She represented girls who 

were not concerned about what others thought of their selfies. She rarely took 

individual selfies but when she did, she was not concerned about getting likes and 

emojis. She was less concerned about getting negative comments. Shaping and 

representing her identity by her own terms gave her power to control her social life. 

Being self-empowered meant Synthia was positioned to influence her own 

behaviors, her own course of events, and her own identities. Synthia’s perspective 

on control and identity was poignant. She connected selfies and video selfies to 

identity on multiple levels. Her goal was to represent herself in a way that pleased 

her. She did not conform to the likes of others nor was she constrained by their 

expectations. Having control of the camera gave her full power to choose and post to 
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her liking. She was her own person with full control of how she would manage her 

selfie life. 

Synthia identified herself as fun loving, closely connected to her friends and 

family. She liked to laugh and make people laugh. She also enjoyed taking selfie 

videos. The production of selfie videos gave her a sense of agency to make her voice 

heard on social issues. She also used selfie videos to record life with friends. 

Creating video selfies not only unleashed her artistic side but also gave her a sense 

of power and control to voice her opinions. She controlled the content about her 

selfie life that identified her as a strong resolute person, she said: 

“It shows that you have power to do something and that you can actually do 
things because you have control of something that is yours, that you can’t 
lose because it’s nobody else’s, something other people can’t control because 
it not theirs. It’s yours. So, you have power to control what, when, what 
happens” (I#3;pg 7) 
 
Synthia did enjoy taking group selfies. Group selfies allowed her to identify 

with her closest friends. She used selfies and selfie videos to records life events with 

them. Group selfies empowered her to be her own person without worrying about 

self-representation. 

Synthia used her phone to create her selfies and selfie videos and she used 

social media sites to post the productions. I found that her phone meant control and 

self-empowerment to connect to her social world. Synthia considered control an 

important part of her life. She used control in several ways. First, she commanded 

what selfies to post, when to post, and how to post. Second, she exercised control 
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when dealing with distasteful comments. Third, she used video selfies to give voice 

to her social concerns. 

Synthia operated her life in a way that reflected on Gee’s (2008a) concepts of 

Discourse and identity kits. An identity kit encompasses an array of 

representational resources such as gestures, vocabulary, clothing, values, and 

beliefs. Gee affirmed that identity involves ways of interacting that are embedded in 

socialized practices. Identity for Synthia was shaped and reshaped through the 

contexts of her affinity groups and by the concept self-empowerment that she chose 

to possess. 

Group. In examining all the individual cases, the conversations on control 

had many different facets. The amount of time that the girls talked about control 

was considerable. This was a topic that stirred a lot of emotions. One of the main 

issues that arose dealt with parents taking pictures of them. The girls took opposing 

sides on whether this was invasive or not. Some of the girls felt a loss of control 

when parents took their picture. Not having control of the camera meant not being 

able to delete unflattering pictures. Having control of the camera meant self-

empowerment over their images. Another stressor came from not knowing if the 

pictures would be posted to social media and who would be privy to seeing them. 

For these girls, their parents could not understand the enormity of their concerns. 

Studies (e.g. Sutherland, 2005 and Carter, 2006) that focused on girls’ pursuit 

of control and self-empowerment aligned with this study. In a broad sense, the 
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studies showed how multiple identities can be socially constructed and how 

identities mattered to the participants. The girls in Sutherland’s (2005) study 

affirmed the importance of individual and group identities. They contested the 

ascribed identities imposed upon them. Carter’s (2006) girls asserted their 

identities amid the dominant school culture. In the same way, the girls in this study 

contested and asserted their own understanding of performing identities. Their 

actions for self-empowerment and control reflected the complex ways in which 

identities are negotiated. 

In contrast, some girls were not bothered when parents wanted to take their 

pictures. The girls were cooperative and supportive. They trusted their parents’ 

choice on what to do with the pictures. The only concern that was expressed was a 

desire to approve or disapprove the pictures. Control for them was not in the 

physical possession of the camera device but rather, ultimate approval of the 

picture. Self-empowerment came from saying yes to parents wanting to take their 

picture and yes to approving the picture. Overall, most of the girls preferred to take 

their own selfies instead of the traditional photograph. The girl’s autonomy in self-

selecting and creating their identities centered on their relationships with others. 

Shaping and representing their identities by their own selection of selfies enabled 

the girls. 
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Summary 

Overall, this section revealed how the girls used selfies to self-empower as 

they dealt with self-esteem, self-confidence, control, and identity. Some girls were 

well adjusted taking and sharing selfies. Other girls were well adjusted not taking 

selfies or being selective with their selfie involvement. The level of activity was an 

individual choice. They used selfies as tools to help them navigate through issues of 

life and opportunity to build identities. The individual findings showed that the girls 

were self-empowered when standing against the social and cultural pressures of 

taking selfies. They took and shared selfies infrequently. When they took, or posted 

a selfie, it was a purposeful and deliberate act. They demonstrated that not all young 

adolescent girls are selfie takers. In the group analysis, the girls used selfies to 

exercise self-empowerment in numerous instances. In varying levels, they wanted 

control of their selfies and they wanted control of their own identity. They wanted 

to decide how they self-presented, to who they self-presented, where they self-

presented, and when they self-presented. 

The findings demonstrated that social media spaces, as well as physical 

spaces, provide ample opportunities to build a variety of Discourses (Gee 1996) 

resulting in a variety of identities. Girls who acquire power using selfies are those 

who show competency in other literacy practices by controlling language, images, 

and texts. These girls exemplified that identity is fluid and changing as they connect 

to social communities such as family, friends, and school. These communities give 
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structure to the types of practices they engage in, with who they engage, and for 

what purpose. These communities give access to specific activities associated with 

specific identities. Gee (2000b) captured the complex and changing facets of identity 

building when he said that identity is being recognized as a certain kind of person in 

at a given time or place. It changes from moment to moment and context to context. 

The kind of identity that an individual projects is subject to where they are and with 

whom they are with. 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

 A rational for approaching literacy from a multiliteracies and multimodal 

perspective is to produce curricula that provides multiple pathways for learning. 

When content of an integrated curriculum includes both linguistic and various 

modes for meaning making, a myriad of opportunities are made available for 

student learning. Based on a sociocultural perspective, the concept of identity and 

literacy are interrelated. Sfard and Prusak (2005, p. 15) called it the “missing link” 

between learning and its sociocultural context. Exploring identity redefines literacy 

as a meaningful practice that can connect everyday literacy practices to school 

literacy practices. Making a connection between identity and literacy in the 

education system reinforces adolescents’ personal literacy practices around topics 

that are relevant to their lives. Identity exploration is important to literacy because 

it encourages youth to reflect on their lives and their social world. Identity 

exploration encourages communication, representation, and decision-making all 
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learning goals that promote academic learning. Furthermore, linking identity and 

school literacy practices gives students the opportunity to build stronger literacy 

toolkits that can support both academic achievement and identities building. Such a 

curriculum values the variety of ways in which young people express their thought 

processes. The following list some suggestion for implementing practice and policy. 

• There is a need to incorporate more examples of day-to-day literacy 

practices into the classroom. Practices need to be encouraged instead of 

prohibited. An examination of the specific advantages, including but not 

limited to student interest and proficiency, may result in increased desire to 

participate in literacy learning. 

Research in literacy indicates that adolescents perform an extensive range of 

day-to-day literacies practices outside of school (Cammack, 2002; Chandler-Olcott & 

Mahar, 2003b). Such practices include podcasting (Smythe & Neufeld, 2010), 

fanfiction (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004) video composing (Bruce, 2009), gaming 

(Leander & Jason, 2006), and many others. Adolescents not only use a wide variety 

of day-to-day literacy, they create and compose them. New forms are emerging with 

quick succession. Research in this area continues to grow and attempts are made by 

researchers and educators to keep pace. 

Research studies depict and raise awareness of how adolescents disconnect 

their everyday literacy practices from academic practices. For example, Intrator and 

Kunzman (2009) stated that adolescents rarely have a sense of connecting with 
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academic work or subject matter in the classroom in ways that relate to their 

interests, culture, and experiences. Additionally, they asserted that students are 

disconnected because the curriculum does not represent or relate to who they are. 

The content of classroom life does not relate to their identities or what they do 

outside of school. 

 In this current study, taking and posting selfies was primarily performed in 

out-of-school environments. The girls talked about taking selfies at school on very 

few occasions and only with special permission from their teachers. Jess, recalled a 

time when a teacher allowed her to take a selfie during homecoming. This gesture 

was important to Jess because the teacher saw significance in her desire to capture 

an important event in her life. The day-to-day literacy practice of taking and sharing 

selfies during the academic environment generated interest and motivation for Jess’ 

in-school experience. More importantly, Jess’ experience with her selfie 

demonstrated knowledge on technology, social media, creativity, communication, 

socializing, engagement, and others forms of literacy that are valued in the academic 

curriculum. 

• Policy and implementation of day-to-day literacy practices need to follow a 

line of investigation to ensure that practices are sound and supported by 

research. 

Research shows that adolescents engage in many leisure and academic 

activities outside of school that support literacy practices (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 
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2003b). The contrast between in-school and out-of-school literacy practices 

broadens the definition of what counts as literacy. Researchers have made 

considerable advances in the study of out-of-school (Boyd, 2004; Bruce, 2008) and 

in-school literacy practices (Bomer, 1995; Greenleaf et al., 2001; Guthrie et al., 

2013). When leveraged together, they provide a space where students balance daily 

and academic life. Hull and Schultz (2002) asserted that boundaries between in and 

out-of-school are blurring as students are seen performing out-of-school activities in 

the classroom such as text messaging and surfing the Internet. Understanding the 

types of texts that adolescents use outside of school allows educators and policy 

makers to consider whether to integrate the mediums into the academic curriculum. 

A rationale for approaching out-of-school literacy in the academic setting is to 

promote learning from multiple pathways (Eisner, 2002). While it is understood 

that not all day-to-day practices may easily transfer to educational contexts. It is 

worthy of exploration when practices are highly sought after and practiced by 

students. 

As new genres emerge, administrators, educators, and researchers need to 

consider the usefulness of each practice, especially when it is practiced with 

immense enthusiasm. Looking at what counts as learning in informal contexts, 

Vadeboncoeur (2006) suggested asking, “How does a particular context contribute 

to learning?” (p. 272). 
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• Mobile phones and social media are highly desirable semiotic tools for 

adolescents. Students would benefit from making these tools more accessible 

to them in the classroom. Teachers could incorporate the tools in the 

curriculum or make them a target for critical study. 

Students’ everyday literacies (Alvermann & Xu, 2003; Haas et al., 2011), in 

and out of the classroom, include the use of mobile technologies (Caronia, 2005; 

Thulin & Vilhelmson, 2007) social media, (Greenhow, 2011a) and the practice of 

popular culture (Lewis & Ketter, 2008). Using online spaces, mobile devices, and 

popular culture have become an integral component of adolescents’ everyday lives 

that results in copious reading and writing. 

Adolescents naturally incorporate technology to enhance their literate lives. 

They communicate with instant messaging, network on social media, remix genres 

with texts and music, design YouTube videos, and create web pages. Not only are 

they comfortable with reading, writing, and communicating with new technologies, 

they often lead and guide novice peers in learning these new mediums. Recent and 

rapid changes in technology provide platforms for new ways of participating in 

literacy activities.  

The mobile phone has become a prevalent feature in adolescent society. It is 

considered a communication device, a statement about aesthetics, and a symbol of 

popular culture. It can influence identities, relationships, knowledge, pleasure, and a 

host of other learning and growing experience for youth (Stald, 2008). Advances in 
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the smartphone give immediate connectivity anytime and anywhere and provides 

adolescents immediate access to their personal and social worlds. 

Research on everyday literacy practices using social media provides an 

insightful look at how youth socialize and learn in digital spaces (Alvermann, 2008; 

Haas et al., 2011). Many youth use social media to maintain and extend friendships 

that are connected to familiar contexts such as school, family, and social groups (Ito 

et al., 2013). Interacting with social media requires flexibility with the various types 

of communication whether it is images, textual, sounds, oral, or a combination of 

these. Everyday learning happens when youth engage in activities that are not 

explicitly educational but are interest and socially driven (Ito et al., 2013). Research 

demonstrates that engaging in social and digital media activities support literacy 

practices that are valued in school. Greenhow and Robelia (2009) suggest that social 

media serve several important roles for youth. First, they facilitate emotional 

support, maintained relationships, and provided a platform for self-presentation. 

Second, the youth used networking to realize social learning functions. Third, they 

engaged in a range of communicative and original projects. Whether it is comments 

on Facebook or designing a profile page, youth contribute to their own learning. One 

way to support advances in a digital world is incorporate elements of social media 

into the classroom. Social and digital spaces are learning sites where digital tools are 

used to pursue interests that contribute to academic skills. 
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• Selfies are a contemporary day-to-day literacy activity that adolescents 

naturally engage in and use for connecting to their personal and social 

worlds. Engaging students on an academic level may produce interest and 

motivation to engage in learning. 

Adolescents are often originators of popular cultural trends and early 

adopters of technological advances. The word selfie is a buzzword that reverberates 

throughout youth culture. Today, millions of selfies are posted online on various 

social media sites. Selfies evolved into a mainstream trend quickly when adolescents 

made it commonplace. Everyday literacy practices, such as selfies, provide an 

insightful look at how youth socialize and learn in digital spaces. Everyday learning 

happens when youth engage in activities that are not explicitly educational but are 

interest and socially driven (Ito et al., 2013). Selfies are such an example of this. 

Pedagogical interests in using the selfie as a teaching tool or object of study is 

gaining attention. Educators are teaching classes on selfies or using selfies in their 

curricula to enhance learning (e.g., Abrams et al., 2015; Flynn & Popp, 2016; Posner, 

2017). The efforts of these educators demonstrate that selfies can be academic, 

facilitate learning, have the potential for social interaction, and highlight important 

social issues. Based on the responses of the girls in this study and the 
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current pedagogical interest in selfie studies, I list potential areas of classroom 

study and new avenues for research of selfies: 

• Examine how selfies reflect society and culture 

• Use selfies to develop vocabulary for talking about diversity and human 

experiences 

• Use as an icebreaker to build community in the classroom 

• Use to express self in a visual language through production and distribution 

• Explore gender norms, race, and ethnicity 

• Use for autobiographies or auto-ethnographies 

• Investigate values, media, and culture 

• Explore identity, representation, and power to develop skills in critical 

reading 

Implications for Future Research 

The findings of this study provide a foundation for designing future studies. 

Concrete strategies are needed to improve ways to bridge out-of-school practices to 

academic practices that can enhance learning for girls. Critical to future studies is to 

capture girls’ enthusiasm to engage in literacy where social and cultural practices 

can be expressed and where mobile devices and social media can be employed as 

everyday literacy tools. The following lists some suggestions for future research: 

• Use selfies as a tool or a resource for academic practice in school and 

examine the pedagogical practice in the classroom. 
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• Explore how girls talk about selfies with their peers and explore how friends 

influence social adjustment and acceptability with elements of selfies. 

• Look at how identity changes over time and how agency develops while 

engaging in selfies. 

• Understand the views of parents when young girls do not allow them to take 

a picture. 

• Understand the views of teachers and administrators when young girls are 

entrenched in selfies, social media, and a mobile lifestyle. 

• Explore body image and the effects on identity. 

• Look at gender differences among young adolescents in their selfie practice. 

• Make a comparison of girls’ offline and online selfies. 

• Investigate the effects of negative comments and self-esteem. 

• Make a comparison of selfies between the various social media sites that 

young girls use such as Snapchat, Facebook, Kik, and Instagram. 

• Explore perceptions of trust level when sharing selfies. 

• Examine the relationship between the delete button and self-esteem. 

Contributions 

In addition to the specifications for future research, this study contributed to 

the literature base. The research is relatively new and limited in the areas of selfies, 

young girls, and identity. The examination of selfies as an out-of-school literacy 

practice increases the originality of the study. Although out-of-school practices have 
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been in focus for many years (Lewis & Fabos, 2005; Williams, 2005), the practice of 

taking and posting a selfie is a new phenomenon. Incorporating this into the 

literature can have important benefits by providing insight into socially meaningful 

experiences, which include mobile technology and social media. Since adolescents 

are already using selfies as ways to communicate outside of school, it makes sense 

to find instructional uses for practice in school. The use of outside literacies in the 

lives of adolescents is complex and ever changing. The challenge is keeping pace 

with technological advances as well as interest. 

Autobiographical Reflection 

Embarking on this research has been an invaluable experience in my life. 

Initially, I had to overcome doubts when I first began designing the research study. 

With each new step, I grew in knowledge and confidence. And most importantly, I 

learned to appreciate the value of doing qualitative research. 

 Through this qualitative study, I stressed the socially constructed nature of 

reality in ten young girls’ lives. I worked hard to describe routine and problematic 

moments in their lives. And, I was always hoping to get a better understanding of 

their perspectives. However, the process was not always easy. Many times, it was 

messy navigating through a labyrinth of data and notes. It seemed that the study 

rarely followed a smooth trajectory from the beginning to the final writing. I did not 

see it as a drawback but as an opportunity to refocus my work and push through. I 

was learning and doing at the same time. The work was much more challenging 
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where the writing was concerned. It meant endless hours of writing, editing, and 

rewriting. Undertaking this research project was a true test of stamina and strength. 

But many more times I found it exhilarating. 

Conclusion 

The nature of identity is tied to the paradigm shift of how the girls in this 

study communicated in a technological and social media world with their selfies. It 

influenced concepts of identity where it is less about their psychological or 

physiological properties (Erikson, 1968) and more about their multiple identities 

(Gee, 1996; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004). Gee’s (2008a, 2000b), influential work on 

identity, explained how Discourse, with a capital D, refers to socially situated 

practices. He submitted that Discourses operate as identity kits that allow 

individuals and groups to be recognized by each other. An identity kit encompasses 

an array of representational resources such as gestures, vocabulary, clothing, values, 

and beliefs. Gee (2000b) defined identity at “being recognized as a certain ‘kind of 

person,’ in a given context” (p. 99). In this way, identity is understood as a 

membership into a specific community of Discourse. Membership in multiple 

communities resulted in performance of multiple identities. This concept of identity 

was evident in the lives of the ten participants as they produced meaningful 

identities with different communities and for different purposes. 

The results of this research yielded a rich description of ten young adolescent 

girls engaged in taking and sharing selfies. Alvermann (2009) notes that adolescents 
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who use multimedia platforms have advantages, such as formation of identity, world 

knowledge, social advancement, and technological expertise over peers without the 

same opportunities. They develop an array of perceptions about themselves as 

creators of literacies that translate into success in and out of school. 

Working with the girls helped me to understand the importance of 

supporting the identity formation of young adolescent girls in several ways. First, 

girls have an adept ability to negotiate social media and mobile devices even when it 

is new learning. Not only do they enjoy and learn through mobile devices and social 

media interactions, they carry expertise into the classroom if given the opportunity 

(Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2004). Second, taking and sharing selfies gave the girls control 

of their own actions developing agency over their own lives. Young adolescent girls 

need multiple ways to engage in forming identities. They look to others as well as 

interested adults to help them negotiate the complexities of 21st century literacy 

tasks that allow them to be successful learners. 
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Selfie Questionnaire 
 
 
Name_____________________________________ 
Circle One: 4th period 6th period 
 
 

1. What do you think about selfies? 
 Great 
 They are OK 
 Not for me 

 
2. How often do you take selfies in one week? 

 5+ 
 2-4 
 0-1 

 
3. How often do you post or send a selfie in one week? 

 5+ 
 2-4 
 0-1 

 
4. Do you own a smartphone? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
5. Do you belong to a social networking site? Check as many as needed. 

 Facebook   Instagram 
 Tweeter   Snapchat 
 Pinterest   Other _______________            _______________            

_______________ 
 

6. How do you share your selfies? 
 Via text 
 Via social networking sites 

 
7. Do you use hashtags on your selfies? 

 Yes 
 Sometimes 
 No 

 
8. Do you enjoy looking at other people’s selfies? 
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 Yes 
 Sometimes 
 No 

 
9. How old are you? 

 13 
 14 
 15 

 
10. What is your race or ethnic background? 

 _______________ 
 I prefer not to answer 

 
11. Are you involved in any extracurricular activities at school? 

 Sports (which ones) _______________          ________________          
_________________ 

 Music 
 Choir 
 Debate 
 Drama 
 Other ________________          ________________          _________________ 

 
12. What are your interests or hobbies? 

 Shopping 
 Reading 
 Writing blogs 
 Music 
 Sports outside of school 
 Dance 
 Working out 
 Other _______________          _______________          _______________ 

 
13. Are you involved in community groups or classes outside of school? 

 Girl Scouts 
 Religious youth groups 
 Other _______________          _______________          _______________ 

 
14. Do you have a paid job after school, including babysitting? 

 Yes, more than 5 hours a week 
 Yes, less than 5 hours a week 
 No 
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15. Which describes you best? Pick one from each set. 
 I have lots of friends. 
 I have a few select friends. 

 
 I like friends that are exciting even if they are a little wild. 
 I like friends that are responsible even if they are a little boring. 

 
 I am often bored. 
 I am often busy. 

 
 I like new and exciting experiences. 
 I like familiar and comfortable experiences. 

 
 I prefer to be spontaneous. 
 I prefer to plan. 

 
 I prefer to spend my time online. 
 I prefer to spend my time hanging with my friends. 

 
16. Are there any parental controls or filters on your phone? 

 Yes 
 No 
 I don’t know 

 
17. Do you have Internet access through your phone? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
18. Do your parents have any rules about using your phone? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
19. Do your parents have any rules about using social networking sites? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
20. How often do your parents monitor phone and media use? 

 Always 
 Never 
 Sometimes 
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21. How often are you doing other things, such as eating, doing homework, when 
you are on your phone? 

 Most of the time 
 Some of the time 
 A little of the time 
 Never 

 
22. Thinking about yesterday, about how much time did you spend on your 

phone texting, posting, talking and searching? 
 5 minutes 
 15 minutes 
 30 minutes 
 45 minutes 
 1 hour or more 

 
23. Thinking about yesterday, about how much time did you spend on social 

networking sites? 
 5 minutes 
 15 minutes 
 30 minutes 
 45 minutes 
 1 hour or more 

 
24. Do you ever take somebody else’s selfie that you find online and share or 

repost it? 
 Yes 
 No 

 
25. Have you ever posted or messaged a selfie video? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
26. Why do you like to take selfies? 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Interview Questions 
 
1. In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy practices 
and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 
 
Interview #1: 
 

1. What is a selfie? Can you define it for me? 
2. Describe what motivates you to take selfies?  
3. What is your opinion about selfies? 
4. How many selfies do you take in a week? How many of these selfies do 

you keep or post? How many do you delete? 
5. Do you attach messages to your selfies? Describe how you do that. Show 

me an example of a message you sent. 
6. Describe your typical pose. For example, do you tilt your head? Do you 

pucker your lips? Do you smile a lot? 
7. Have you ever participated in a selfie fad? For example, cellophane selfies, 

collarbone selfies, or Olympic selfies. Describe the fad and your 
experience to me. 

8. Describe what it means to bomb a selfie. Has that happened to you? Have 
you bombed someone else’s selfie? Describe the incident to me. 

9. Explain whether you post selfies for fun, for comments, or for other 
reasons? 

10. Can you describe your first selfie? 
11. Do you take selfies at school? Describe events where you would take 

selfies at school functions. 
12. Have your teachers ever asked you to take a selfie related to a school 

assignment? If so, tell me about it. 
 
2. In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 
phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 
 
Interview #2: 
 

1. When you take selfies, how do you share them? For example, do you send 
them via text? Do you post them to Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter? 

2. Describe the process of taking and sharing a selfie from the point that you 
take the selfie to the point that you hit the send button? Describe what 
happens after that? For example, do you wait for a reply? Do you check 
your likes? 

3. What social networking sites are you a member of? Which ones do you 
use to post selfies? 
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4. Do you include hashtags on your selfies? Do you think hashtags are 
effective in reaching others with your selfies? Describe one of your selfies 
with a hashtag. 

5. How long have you owned a phone? What are the main things you use it 
for? 

6. Do you store your selfies in your phone? Do you store other people’s 
selfies on your phone? 

7. Do you follow any famous people so you can see their selfies? Describe 
who they are and why you like to follow them. What social media 
platform do you use to follow them? 

8. Are there other tools that you like to use for your selfies? For example, do 
you use a selfie stick? 

9. How often do you post a selfie in social media? How often do you send a 
selfie as a text? 

10. Besides a phone, do you use other technology to take selfies? 
11. Have you ever used your phone at school to take a selfie when phone 

usage was not allowed? 
12. How important is it to you to own a phone, have access to social 

networking sites such as Facebook, and to be able to share your selfies? 
13. Do you take video selfies? If so, what do you do with them and what were 

their purpose? 
 

3. How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey identity? 
 
Interview #3: 
 

1. When you look at other people’s selfies, what do you notice? 
2. Describe what it is like for you when you take a selfie. For example, do 

you take the perfect selfie, shooting until you get it, just right? Do you 
take selfies on the fly and not take it to serious? 

3. Do you use any apps for your selfies to enhance or change the appearance 
such as SkinneePix, French Girls App? What do you use? Describe the app 
and the results. 

4. Describe what is mostly in your selfies? For example, do they show your 
face or body? Do they show where you are or whom you are with? Do 
they highlight the food you are eating or the clothes you are wearing? 
Show me one of your typical selfie. 

5. Do your selfies send a specific message? Is there something you want to 
convey to those who see your selfies? 

6. Do you take different types of selfies for different kinds of people? For 
example, what would you send to your best friend? What would you send 
to your grandparents? Describe how selfies send different messages. 
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7. How do you feel when someone posts a negative comment about your 
selfie? Do you take any action? 

8. Can selfies help develop identity? How do you think they do or do not? Do 
they give you a voice that you may not otherwise have? 

9. What does it mean when someone ‘likes’ your selfie? How important are 
‘likes’ to you? 

10. Do you think selfies give people a sense of power? Explain your answer to 
me. 

11. What do you think about this statement? “Posting too many selfies can 
alienate your friends.” 

12. What do you think about this statement? “The more selfies you post, the 
more likes you get, and the more friends you have.” 

13. What do you want others to notice about your selfies? How important are 
other people’s opinions about your selfies? 

14. What do group selfies say about the individuals in the picture? 
15. Have you ever misrepresented yourself in a selfie? In other words, have 

you pretended to be someone or something that you are not? For 
example, made yourself appear older then you are. 
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Focus Group Discussion Guide 
 
1. In what ways do adolescent girls use selfies as day-to-day literacy practices 
and communicative acts, both inside and outside of school? 
 
Focus Group #1: 

• During the focus group, I will show the participants several selfies, both past 
and modern, that illustrate the literacy practices of individuals. We will 
discuss the selfies and look at the text that accompanies the photos. 
Thereafter, the participants will share their selfies and any related text. 
1. 1839–First known self-portrait 

Robert Cornelius produced a daguerreotype of himself and recorded that it 
was the first light picture ever taken. 

2. 1914–First known teenage girl to take a selfie using a mirror 
Russian Grand Duchess Anastasia Nikolaevna, age 13, took a selfie and sent 
it to her father with a letter. 

3. 2002, September 13th–First known modern selfie 
Nathan Hope used the word selfie for the first time and described the event 
on a forum. 

 
2. In what ways do adolescent girls use social networking sites and mobile 
phones as tools for representing themselves through selfies? 
 
Focus Group #2: 

• During the focus group, I will show the participants several group selfies, 
both past and modern, that illustrate visual text as well as the use of 
technology and social networking. Thereafter, the participants will share 
their selfies and talk about their use of mobile technology and social 
networking sites. 
1. ca. 1920–First known group selfie 

Five employees from Bryon Company photographic studio take a selfie 
holding a camera at arm’s length. 

2. 2013, December 10–Politician group selfie 
President Obama, British Prime Minister David Cameron and Denmark’s 
Prime Minister Helle Thorning Schmidt take a selfie next to Michelle Obama 
during the memorial service of Nelson Mandela. 

3. 2014, March–Viral celebrity group selfie 
Ellen DeGeneres generates a group selfie with award winning actors and 
posted it to her Twitter account. 
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3. How do young adolescent girls use selfies to convey identity? 
 
Focus Group #3: 

• During the focus group, I will show the participants several selfies, both past 
and modern, that express individuality or that exhibits a voice. We will 
discuss the selfies and look at how identity is expressed through selfies. 
Thereafter, the participants will share their selfies that express their 
identity/identities. 
1. ca. 1900–Early Edwardian woman taking her picture in a mirror 
2. 2013, August–Young people take a selfie with Pope Francis 
3. Examples of selfies that use apps 
4. Examples of selfies with texts 
5. Examples of selfies that highlights an aspect in the picture, such as pucker 

lips or posture 
6. Examples of selfies that focus on context or a material item such as food 
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Interviews and Focus Groups Attendees 

 
 

Date 
 

 
Fourth Period 

 
Sixth Period 

 
November 13th 

 
Synthia-Interview #1 

 
Jenifer-Interview #1 

 
November 16th 

 
Katie-Interview #1 

 
Baby D-Interview #1 

 
November 17th 

 
Lisa-Interview #1 

 
Adeline-Interview #1 

 
November 18th 

 
Hallie-Interview #1 

 
Thora-Interview #1 

 
November 19th 

 
Elizabeth-Interview #1 

 
Nicole-Interview #1 

 
November 20th 

 
*Focus group #1-Elizabeth, 
Hallie, Katie, Lisa, & 
Synthia 

 
Focus group #1-Adeline, 
Jenifer, & Thora 

 
November 30th 

 
Synthia-Interview #2 

 
Jenifer-Interview #2 

 
December 1st 

 
Katie-Interview #2 

 
Baby D-Interview #2 

 
December 2nd 

 
Lisa-Interview #2 

 
Adeline-Interview #2 

 
December 3rd 

 
Hallie-Interview #2 

 
Thora-Interview #2 

 
December 4th 

 
Elizabeth-Interview #2 

 
Nicole-Interview #2 

 
December 14th 

 
Focus group #2-Elizabeth, 
Katie, Lisa, & Synthia 

 
Focus group #2-Adeline, Baby 
D, Jenifer, Nicole, & Thora 

 
January 6th 

 
Synthia-Interview #3 

 
Jenifer-Interview #3 

 
January 7th 

 
Katie-Interview #3 

 
Baby D-Interview #3 

 
January 8th 

 
Lisa-Interview #3 

 
Adeline-Interview #3 

 
January 11th 

 
Hallie-Interview #3 

 
Thora-Interview #3 
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January 12th 

 
Elizabeth-Interview #3 

 
Nicole-Interview #3 

 
January 13th 

 
Focus group #3-Elizabeth, 
Katie, Lisa, & Synthia 

 
Focus group #3-Adeline, Baby 
D, Jenifer, Nicole, & Thora 

    *List of girls that were in attendance for discussion that day 
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Sample Journal Entries 
 
11-9-2015 
Presentation 
The presentation went well. I did the presentation in a large gym. The girls sat on 
the floor and gathered near me. Two coaches stayed with the group as I presented. 
Mr. Casas, the principal, made a brief visit. The 4th period class had about 35 8th 
grade girls and 6th period had about 15 girls. I purposely introduced myself as June 
and not as Mrs. Rosdahl. I also dressed in casual clothes that included jeans. I 
wanted to set myself apart from the authority figures of the school. I did talk about 
the fact that I was a teacher but focused on being a graduate student. 
 
 The girls were very attentive. I did not have to sell the research project. The topic 
sold itself. 28 girls were interested in participating and took home the parent 
packet. I was swarmed at the table where the packets were and where I had a sign-
up sheet. I could hear lots of chatter regarding selfies. I even heard the coaches 
talking about selfies. The girls were genuinely curious about the study and some 
were eager to participate. 
 
11-13-2015 
The school building is circular, though it doesn’t have that appearance from the 
outside. All the students walk the halls in one direction. It’s impossible to walk 
against the flow. I need to get used to the school culture and setting. 
 
I plan to do video and audio recordings for all the meetings. Just in case one 
technology fails I will have the other to fall back on. Too, I am hopeful that the 
videos will yield some visual data as well. 
 
Participants 
Synthia-Likes to blog-uses Ships or OTP’s for her blog. She says they are a form of 
fan-fiction. She picks up baby-sitting jobs around the neighbor. 
 
Jenifer-Bought up cyber bullying. If a girl posts the wrong kind of selfie she could be 
bullied. Followers dictate boundaries for selfies – I need to explore this further 
 
Corbin & Strauss’ book 
-I know I can never know the full extent of my biases. Keeping the journal is an 
effort to keep in touch with different aspects of myself. During the data collection, I 
can note reactions to what’s being said or done. 
-It is important to be aware during an interview of the reciprocal influence that 
participants and researchers can have on each other. Researchers can influence 
what participants say or do based on verbal and nonverbal responses. 
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11-20-2015 
The stories of my participants are becoming a part of me. I’ve listened to their 
descriptions of selfies and observed their actions. I feel their emotions and in a 
sense put on their shoes. This has helped me to understand what it’s like for them. 
It’s been many years since I was 13 years old. As the girls talk about various 
concepts such as makeup, I recall moments of my past and how I learned to cope 
with different issues. Really, growing pains and learning how to mature!! 
 
Corbin & Strauss’ book 
One of the points that C&S make is that a researcher may find that differences in 
data often emerge quite fortuitously. I need to stop and ask, what is this? And what 
does this mean? 
 
12-7-2015 
I took my first “serious” selfie today. It was much harder than I expected. I tried 
different poses, camera angles, and lighting and I focused on my smile. I tried to 
walk in the shoes of the girls I’m working with. Consequently, I took my own selfies 
more seriously. I took around 8 pictures and wasn’t pleased with any of them. 
 
I start the last round of one-to-one interviews. In this short time and with just two 
interviews each, I have bonded with the girls. Hearing their stories and backgrounds 
humanizes the selfie experience. 
 
6-10-2016 
I finished transcribing the last meeting I had with Dr. Watson. The transcription 
yielded a wealth of information for me to get started with prior to commencing with 
the writing. Her focus was to come up with categories and themes as I shuffle all my 
data. The second focus was to develop forms to provide trustworthiness and 
credibility such as a timeline, audit trail, and easy to follow charts for the readers. 
This task seems like an easy thing to accomplish with my pension for order and 
outlines. Dr. Watson brought out Smith and Wilheim’s book and Maylock’s article to 
look at some examples of charts and audit trails. I need to get both resources. 
 
1-5-2017 
Working with the data was a challenge and an exhilarating experience. I had an 
abundance of data to sort and to make sense of. It looks like it’s coming together 
nicely. I’m getting so close and yet it seems like I have so much to do. One day at a 
time-one little section at a time-one little correction at a time-many long nights. 
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Transcription Key 

 
 

FG 
 
Focus Group 

FG#1 (Group meeting #1), FG#2, & FG#3 
4thP (4th period) & 6thP (6th period) 
 

 
I 

 
Interview 

I#1 (Individual interview), I#2, & I#3 
 

 
P 

 
Posting 

P#1 (Social media posting-Artifact #1) 
 

 
Q 

 
Questionnaire 

Q#26 (Question #26 on questionnaire) 
 

 
S 

 
Selfie 

S#1 (Selfie Picture-Artifact #1) 
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Negative Influences of Selfies 

 
Negative Influences 

 
Examples from Data 
 

Showing too much Katie-“There are a lot of girls that show too much when 
they’re taking their selfies.” 
Lisa-“Either show too much boob, cleavage, or too much 
butt in the photo.” FG#3;4thP;pg6 

Bragging Synthia-“Bragging, like, I got something you don’t.” 
FG#3;4thP;pg7 

Cyber bully Jenifer-“Cyber bully.” 
June-“Cyber bully?” 
Nicole-“Yeah, someone always has something to say.” 
FG#3;6thP;pg12 

Addiction Thora-“They get so tangled up in the likes and stuff. 
They can’t get off of Instagram.” 
Adeline-“Social media is taking us over.” 
Nicole-“Yeah, like now-a-days, everyone comments like 
‘Shout me out’. They want more followers. And they 
want more likes.” FG#3;6thP;pgs12-13 

Overdone makeup & 
poses 

Elizabeth-“Cause that’s not like their real selves. They’re 
like covering themselves with makeup and making these 
weird poses. And then, they, like, try to enhance like 
some parts of their body. And we’re like, no, that’s not 
right.” I#3;pg13 
Lisa-“Or they put way too much makeup on and way too 
much filter.” FG#3;4thP;pg5 

Dangers Jenifer-“Scholastic Notebook, they have an article where 
the selfies are dangerous because they use stunts with 
it.” FG#1;6thP;pg6 

Annoyance Jess-“I think it’s just a point of too many selfies…I just 
look at them as annoying.” I#3;pgs2-3 
Lisa-“People posting way too much photos.” 
FG#3;4thP;pg5 

Desire for ‘likes’ Adeline-“They change everything about themselves just 
so people will like them.” FG#3;6thP;pg12 

Corrupts Thora-“It corrupts mankind” FG#3;6thP;pg12 
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Hides real emotions Adeline-“They could hide the real emotion they’re 
feeling.” FG#3;6thP;pg12 

Cat Fishing Jenifer-“They won’t even be that person.” 
FG#3;6thP;pg12 

Editing Katie-“They edit it so much.” FG#3;4thP;pg5 

Fake people Synthia-“I call those people fake people. Cause they’re 
acting like someone they’re not.” FG#3;4thP;pg8 

Bad comments Synthia-“Some people don’t care they just want to say 
what they want and want to hurt the people and 
sometimes it really doesn’t hurt anybody, it just hurting 
yourself because you’re just embarrassing yourself.” 
I#2;pg15 

  *FG#3 denotes focus group meeting #3 & 6thP denotes girls in the 6th period group 
  **I#3 denotes Elizabeth’s individual interview #3 
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Positive Influences of Selfies 
 

 
Positive Influences 
 

 
Examples from Data 
 

Making memories “Well, I guess the good, they have like the memories that 
you can have.” (Adeline;FG#3;6thP;pg10) 
“If I am in a good mood and I want to capture that. Like 
my dad buying me Starbucks. I’d want to capture that.” 
(Nicole;I#1;pg6) 
“Selfie memory.” (Lisa;I#2;pg15) 

Having fun “You see them having fun.” (Lisa;FG#3;4thP;pg4) 
Being happy “They’re happy, feeling good about yourself. And you 

just want to show it.” (Lisa;FG#3;4thP;pg5) 
“…it just makes you happy that the people like it.” 
(Nicole;I#2;pg2) 

Feeling pretty “I feel pretty and my goal is to take one today.” 
(Katie;FG#3;4thP;pg 4) 
“It’s like you take a picture… it’s a good day for you. You 
feel good about yourself.” (Jenifer;FG#1;6thP;pg2) 

Captures moments “It captures the moment.” (Nicole;FG#3;6thP;pg9) 
Telling a life story “It tells you what you’ve done over the years. How much 

you’ve grown up. The differences of what you looked 
like when you were little to what you are now.” 
(Lisa;I#2;pg16) 

Seeing progression 
of age 

“You know it’s like when you’re old and wrinkly you’re 
going to look back and think, ‘Oh, look, I was cute at one 
point.’” (Nicole;FG#3;6thP;pg9) 

Looking back and 
comparing 

“You do, like, look back, like you’re growing up.” 
(BabyD;FG#3;6thP;pg11) 
“You get to look at people. You can see how they 
change…you look at their selfies from way earlier…then 
you can see how much they changed from now.” 
(Thora;FG#3;6thP;pg10) 

Making contact “Communication with my parents, communication with 
my friends and family. Pretty much catching up with my 
friends on social media.” (Katie;I#2;pg6) 

Attracting boys “I was wondering why you hadn’t asked if we post 
pictures to attract boys. Cause that’s what all girls do…” 
(Katie;I#1;pg9) 

Experimenting with 
Apps and filters 

“I have an app [for quotes].” (Nicole;I#2;pg2) 



 375 

“I used to put a bunch of filters and you couldn’t really 
see my face cause the filters take up all the color…And 
now it’s just, like, more natural. I don’t use filters or 
anything.” (Elizabeth;I#3;pg12) 

Having control “You get to decide if you don’t like the picture. You get to 
delete it if you don’t like it…you can edit until you think 
it looks good.” (Thora;FG#1;6thP;pg4) 

Making comments 
and ‘liking’ 

“Selfies are really about likes you know. That’s why a lot 
of people post them. I’m not saying like everybody but a 
lot of people I know.” (Thora;FG#1;6thP;pg5) 
“They compliment me when I have good hair or 
eyebrows.” (Nicole;I#2;pg3) 

Encouraging others “Okay, so today I have to make someone that was like 
sad happy. I do that pretty much every day…Like I 
lighten their day somehow… It’s like I care more about 
others.” (Katie;I#2;pg12) 

Contacting friends 
and family 

“I send most of them to my mom. She likes the ones I 
take, she’s like, ‘I want that picture’, so I send her stuff.” 
(BabyD;I#2;pg8) 

Building 
Friendships 

“Most of them are the people I know or boys that are 
cute or girls that I think are cool.” (Jenifer;I#2,pg11) 

Getting ideas on 
fashion and makeup 

“Yeah, mostly the eye makeup…like the shadows, the 
eyeliner, and sometimes people wear fake eyelashes…I 
guess the lips too, cause sometimes people wear lipstick 
that really pops and sometimes it’s just like a sheer light 
shade.” (Thora;I#3;pg 8) 

Socializing “…you’re able to get to know them a little better through 
their posts and their comments. So, it’s just kind of 
interesting to see what they’re like just a little more that 
you already know.” (Thora;I#2;pg5) 

Getting Followers “It’s like comparing to see how many follower you 
have… compared to other people… some of my friends 
have thousands of followers. I only have 500 followers.” 
(Katie;FG#1;4thP;pg10) 

Finding quotes “Usually, I post a quote on the bottom. And depending 
on whether it’s serious or funny. I still post a quoted 
some more serious than others.” (Nicole;I#2;pg1) 

Getting tagged “If I take a picture with you, I tag you in the photo so 
that you know you’re in the photo and you can comment 
or like it real quick.” (Lisa;I#2;pg7) 

Confidence “It shows how confident you are in yourself.” 
(Adeline;FG#1;6thP;pg1) 
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Getting notifications “If somebody likes or comments it and so when 
someone likes my Instagram picture or selfie that I 
posted I go look at who liked it.” (Lisa;I#3;pg6) 

Getting emojis  “They put eye heart emojis. I say thank you and I put a 
heart emoji and I comment back to them.” 
(Katie;I#2;pg3) 
“Cause they can put heart eye emojis. They can put heart 
emojis. They can put smiling emojis. They can put sad 
face emojis depending on what the picture is like.” 
(Synthia;I#2;pg15) 

Emulating others “(Selena Gomez…I wanna try that to see if it looks the 
same. Sometimes it really doesn’t. It really depends on a 
lot of thing like face structure, makeup, lighting.” 
(Katie;I#2;pg8) 

Maintains a 
reputation 

“It makes you think that you did good…Keep the 
reputation.” (Nicole;I#2;pg4) 

Coaching others 
 
 

“I see my stepsister. She’s learning to do her selfies. So, 
she’s coming to me asks me like which one looks 
better…she’s starting to learn to position herself.” 
(Nicole;I#2;pg4) 

Writing captions “If it’s a serious picture that you’re trying to get a point 
at or if it’s a picture you’re not trying to get a point at, 
it’s still good to have a caption to help people 
understand what the point of the selfie is and what’s like 
your mood by just the caption.” (Synthia;I#2;pg15) 
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Transcript Conventions 

 
 
Speech 
 

 
Description 
 

 
Emphasis 
     Italics 
 
Explanatory 
comments 
     [  ] 
 
Inaudible 
speech 
     xxx 
 
Omitted 
conversation 
     … 
 
Tentative 
transcription 
     {  } 
 
Simulated 
conversation 
     ‘  ’ 
 

 
Words or phrases spoken with emphasis are italicized 
(e.g., “Look at that pose.”) 
 
Explanatory comments added to a direct transcription are 
enclosed in brackets 
(e.g., “She [mom] monitors my social media.”) 
 
Inaudible speech is denoted by a series of xxx 
(e.g., “I take a selfie once a week and xxx it to Instagram.” 
 
 
Shortened transcripts are indicated by a series of dots 
(e.g., “I took my selfie . . . it looks good.”) 
 
 
When exact transcription is uncertain but probable, it is 
enclosed in parentheses 
(e.g., “I use the front {camera} of my phone to take pics.”) 
 
When a pretend or recounted conversation is used as an 
example 
(e.g., “Girls say, ‘Take another selfie’, because they want to 
find the perfect one.”) 
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*Why do you take selfies? 

 
 
Adeline 
 

 
“Well I’m not such a big fan of selfies. I take them when I’m bored 
and I just show my friends instead of sharing them online with 
other people.” 

 
Baby D 
 

 
“I really don’t know I just like to.” 

 
Elizabeth 
 

 
“I don’t really like to take selfies because I think they’re kinda 
annoying. But it helps you express how you feel. I rarely take them. 
Mostly when I’m bored I take them.” 

 
Hallie 
 

 
“Gives me something to do when I’m bored, when people like or 
comment on it, it makes me feel pretty.” 

 
Jenifer 
 

 
“Because its shows the real me and when I post them, they show 
everybody else, me.” 

 
Katie 
 

 
“I like to take selfies because it helps and lets others know how I 
look also because I personally like the way I look some days and I 
want to take random pictures.” 

 
Lisa 
 

 
“I like to take selfies when I’m bored or when I’m with friends and 
family.” 

 
Nicole 
 

 
“I like to take selfies to remember that moment and how it 
expresses me.” 

 
Synthia 
 

 
“I don’t really. I take them every once in a while, but don’t post 
them but I usually take pictures with others not by myself.” 

 
Thora 
 

 
“I don’t really take selfies, not because I’m self-conscious or 
anything, but just because I don’t like to.” 

   *Quotes taken from questionnaires #26. See Appendix A. 
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*Phone Ownership and Usage 

 
 Phone 

Ownership 
Parental 
Filters & 
Controls 

Parental 
Rules 

Parental 
Monitoring 

Time on 
Phone in 
One Day 

Adeline 
 

No - - - - 

Baby D 
 

Yes Don’t know Yes Sometimes 1 hour or 
more 

Elizabeth 
 

Yes No Yes Sometimes 1 hour or 
more 

Hallie 
 

Yes No Yes Sometimes 1 hour or 
more 

Jenifer 
 

Yes No No Sometimes 1 hour or 
more 

Katie 
 

Yes No No Never 1 hour or 
more 

Lisa 
 

Yes Don’t know No Never 5 minutes 

Nicole 
 

Yes No Yes Sometimes 1 hour or 
more 

Synthia 
 

Yes No No Never 1 hour or 
more 

Thora 
 

Yes Don’t know Yes Never 45 minutes 

  *Data taken from questionnaires. See Appendix A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 383 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX L 
 

Social Media Usage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 384 

 
*Social Media Usage 

 
 **SM Site 

Member 
Posting 
in a 
Week 

Mode of 
Sharing 
 

Parental 
Rules 

Parental 
Monitoring 
 

SM in 
One 
Day 

Adeline 
 

Instagram 0-1 Texting No Never 45 
mins. 

Baby D 
 

Facebook 
Instagram 
Snap chat 

2-4 SM Yes Sometimes 1 hour 
or more 

Elizabet
h 
 

Facebook 
Instagram 
Pinterest 
Snap chat 
Tweeter 

0-1 SM No Sometimes 30 
mins. 

Hallie 
 

Facebook 
Instagram 
Snap chat 

0-1 SM Yes Sometimes 1 hour 
or more 

Jenifer 
 

Facebook 
Piclab 
Instagram 
Snap chat 
Tweeter 

2-4 Texting 
& SM 

Yes Sometimes 45 
mins. 

Katie 
 

Instagram 
Pinterest 
Snap chat 

0-1 SM No Never 45 
mins. 

Lisa 
 

Facebook 
Instagram 
Snap chat 

0-1 SM No Never 5 mins. 

Nicole 
 

Instagram 
Pinterest 
Snap chat 

0-1 SM Yes Sometimes 1 hour 
or more 

Synthia 
 

Facebook 
Instagram 

0-1 Texting No Never 30 
mins. 

Thora Facebook 0-1 SM Yes Never 5 mins. 
  *Data taken from questionnaires. See Appendix A 
  **Social Media 
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