
NMAT-G 411: New Media Theory 

Instructor: Paul Cook 

SWA #2: Online Identity Self-Analysis 

 

Let’s have some fun with social media.  

 

Using the three modes of identity construction on Facebook that Zhao et al. (2008) identify in their article 

“Identity Construction on Facebook,”  

1.)  

2.)  

3.)  

 

perform an analysis of either your own or a friend’s Facebook profile. Specifically, look for evidence of 
implicit identity claims (e.g., through photos), explicit identity claims (e.g., “I [heart] all music except 

country!”), claims about social group membership, “taste performances,” and “situatedness” (Miller 2011, 

p. 172). Basically, your job is to treat your Facebook profile as a media scholar would—that is, as an 

artifact to be opened up (metaphorically), explored, and analyzed.     

 

Identify five pieces of evidence of identity construction, then spend some time puzzling over them and 

reflecting on them. Begin by taking a broad view of your social media artifact, then zoom in on a specific 

feature (see Zhao et al. [2008] Appendix 1). One of the challenges of this assignment is that we are not 

accustomed to examining social media artifacts like this, so it might seem weird or even frustrating at first 

to reflect on your own social media identity. Give it time.  

 

Let’s start by writing about the assignment: jot down your initial thoughts and reactions to this SWA. 

Freewrite for 5 minutes and see what happens . . .  

 

Now go read Zhao et al. (2008) carefully and actively. Take good notes on the text and underline key 

passages. The full-text .pdf of the article is located in the “Course Readings” folder in the Files tab in 

Canvas. What is their methodology? Why do they set up their study this way? What sorts of phenomena 

are they looking for? What concepts do the researchers use to understand identity on social media? 

 

Once you’ve taken extensive “field notes” on your five pieces of identity construction, start writing. 

Don’t worry about forming paragraphs or even full ideas just yet. Instead, focus on expanding your field 

notes into complete sentences and then (maybe) tentative claims. Look for patterns to emerge among the 

pieces of evidence you’ve collected and your notes. Take your time. What you’re doing is called “digital 

ethnography,” and it requires patience. Don’t get frustrated if ideas or claims don’t come right away. 

(This is why it’s essential that you get started on this soon—today.)  

 

Then, as claims and even trends and themes begin to emerge in your freewriting, start forming these 

sentences into paragraphs and sections. You want to arrange your evidence in such a way that it tells a 

story, a narrative explaining the analysis you performed on the artifact. Spend several paragraphs 

detailing the analysis before moving on to a reflection on this project. What did you learn about online 

identity? What would you do differently? Did you find what you expected? What was unexpected?  

 

Your responses will be shared in a Discussion in Canvas (SWA #2 in Assignments.) Responses should be 

between 500-750 words, but I am much more concerned with the quality of your analysis and reflection.   


