Building identity in online environments:

an Information Science perspective
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How do individuals use information to build identities for themselves online?

Creation and use of online “personas” and identities Deploying anonymous accounts and pseudonyms Managing the blurring of information
» Based on offline identities and “personalities” » Complete anonymity is rarely used » Blurring between private and professional selves
» To showcase aspects of “real world” selves » Pseudonyms associated with “real” identities » Blurring between offline and online environments
» Based on “appropriate” persona for platform » Pseudonyms as “usernames”, not new identities » Level of blurring varies across platforms
» Different personas for different audiences » Consistent pseudonyms or usernames across platforms » Privacy settings and “selective sharing” used
» Identity creation is not necessarily intentional »  Some pseudonyms used to “hide in plain sight” » Often as a way of managing reputation
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“People [who] see me on LinkedIn and people who llChqosing My LSErname on Twitter was a big decision .. “I’m lucky that I’'m actually really interested in what | do for work.
know me on Facebook would describe me in very ?t tirst| thc?ught about b.elng an.onymous’... then | thought Sometimes it’s hard for me to determine whether I’'m sharing
similar shape and fashion, I'm not entirely different No I want it ta be assoclated With myseir. (Heathen something because of a professional or personal reasons. (Gillian)

people. However, what | share is different. (vwonne)

lll do have a different professional name to my

‘ l' [rl;‘)?::gig:;?'ie';trsienr:;’rﬁi- Itzalr:ea F:E;va:zlfﬁﬁrss?:a;;:: I(:'a\.;e)a personal name ... but it’s the same person, I’'m ‘ l There is so much blurring you can’t
P P Y P Y S€p  (HEo putting out my professional persona. (Donna) think of them as being separate. (zoe)
l‘l do believe in always being the same person and “[There is] nothing anonymous in my life. (Adrian) “I separate all my personal [and] professional [information] ...
not presenting a different version of yourself to On the other hand ... | keep them very separate so that [the opinion others have]

different people. (Craig) of me personally and professional are separate. (Amanda)

Colleagues must never know that that’s who | am. (Fraser)

Conclusions: There are some strong alighments between the findings from this research and that of prior research. For example, this research supports the literature related to self-
censorship and the regulation of online information sharing practices (Hagger-Johnson, Egan, & Stillwell, 2011), the blurring between private and professional personas based on platform
use (Ollier-Malaterre, Rothbard, & Berg, 2013), and the presentation of personas for different audiences (Goffman, 1959). However, there are also some weaker alignments between these

findings and the literature, such as the use of anonymity to “experiment” with identity (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013) and the deliberate concealment of personal information in online
profiles (Lingel & boyd, 2013).

The use of information for “building identity” is not an intentional act. Instead, these findings suggest that rather than using information to creating online identity, individuals manage the
dissemination of information (that may convey reputational markers) according to different target audiences.
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Research background and study design

» Full doctoral study investigates how online information is used in the
management and evaluation of personal reputations

» These findings relate to one of four research questions:
How do individuals use information to build identities for themselves online?

» Qualitative study following the tradition of research into everyday life
information seeking (ELIS) (Savolainen, 1995)

» Interdisciplinary research themes with relevant literature found in a
number of academic domains (Ryan, Cruickshank, Hall, & Lawson, 2015)

» Includes a large body of research on the role that information plays in
academic reputations, such as citation practices (Cronin, 1985; White, 2001)

» Matching aspects of identity building academic reputation using citations
with online behaviours and activities that social media users undertake in
everyday life environments

» Data collection tools: Participant diaries and in-depth interviews

Determination of methods (Jan-Jun ’15)

See Ryan, Cruickshank,
Hall, and Lawson, 2016a

Design and conduct pilot study (July-Aug ’15)

Evaluation and alterations to study design (Aug-Sept ’15) « 45 UK-based participants

» All are social media users

] - - « Age in 2016: 22-69

Design data collection tools for main study (Sept’15) « 31 Females; 14 Males

* 43 recruited via social
media; 2 by referral

Data collection for main study (Oct '15-Jan "16)

Recruit 45 participants (Sept-Dec '15)

Pre-diary questionnaire (Demographics and social
media use) (Oct-Dec '15)

Code diaries (Oct-Dec '15) Participants’ diaries (one week each) (Oct-Dec '15)

Member checks on diaries (Oct-Dec’15)

Interview schedules based on diaries and , Conduct and transcribe interviews
themes from literature review (Oct-Dec ’15) (Oct '15-Jan '16)

Code interview and dairy data
(Nvivo10) (Jan-Dec '16)

The sample

» 45 UK-based social media users Analyse data (Feb '16-Feb ’'17)

» Aged 22-69 (in 2016)

» 31 females; 14 males Create research outputs (Feb '16-Ongoing)
» Moderate to heavy social media use (41)

» Higher than average educatlor_l levels Ryan, Cruickshank, Hall,
» In employment or recently retired and Lawson, 2016a; 2016b
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