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Abstract 
There is a growing interest in exploring and understanding identity and cultural representations on social 
networking platforms. Black internet usage and African American cultural conversations online have 
become more prevalent on many social networking site. African American use of social media sites is 
beginning to outnumber many other racial groups, specifically on Twitter and Instagram. Terms such as 
‘Black Twitter’ and ‘TeamNatural’ are among the new phrases used to capture the phenomenon of Black 
cultural conversations that dominate social media at times. The overall goal of this research is to 
investigate the usage of Twitter and Instagram by young Black females. The research explored how is 
identity performed and managed by Black female Twitter and Instagram users. This study also 
investigated how cultural differences are presented and communicated 
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1 Introduction 
The use social networking sites have had implications in traditional areas of communication such as 
identity and communication. These platforms are used by billions of people worldwide to share their 
thoughts, discuss topics, and pass along information. Black internet usage and African American cultural 
conversations have become more prevalent on social networking site such as Youtube, Twitter and 
Instagram. “Consider ‘Black Twitter,’ the discovery that Black usage of the popular social media service at 
times dominated Twitter discourse” (Brock, 2012). Based on the Pew Research on African Americans and 
social networking usage, “younger African Americans have especially high rates of Twitter usage—a full 
40% of African American internet users ages 18-29 say that they use Twitter, compared with 28% of 
whites of the same age” (Smith, 2014). Similarly, usage of Instagram has increased among young African 
Americans, from 23% to 34% (Smith, 2014). These trends are particularly high among African American 
women (Duggan, 2013). 

1.1 Twitter 
Twitter is a mircoblogging social networking site. Using a handle, users can ‘tweet’ an entry of 140 
characters or less, this forces user to get to the point of the post and create clever way to make tweets 
interesting and easy to scan. Twitter was design to allow its user to post updates and if people find your 
post interesting they can follow you and you can follow interesting people. Twitter uses ‘#’ so people can 
look up a word or subject and find people who are talking about this topic (Southern, 2011). A person can 
follow someone and be able read that person tweet without that person having to follow them back 
(Kwak, 2012). Twitters structure is driven by interest, so users have more flexibility in the content that 
appears on their news feed. 

1.2 Instagram 
Instagram is a social networking site that focuses on sharing photos. “Instagram is a mobile locations-
based social networking application that offers user a way to take pictures, apply different manipulations 
tools (‘filters’) to transform the appearance of an image” (Hochman and Schwartz, 2012). With more that 
90 million monthly active users, Instagram users share more the 40 million photos per day (DesMarais, 
2013). Instagram severs as platforms for expression, connectivity and communication. Instagram has 
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become a platform for users to express their identity and interest in photos. Similar to Twitter, users follow 
each other, but do not need to establish that connection to be able to view the consent on a user’s page. 
These photos allow users to get a glimpse into the life of another person.  

2 Identity and Cultural Digital Presentation 

Interpersonal interactions on social networking sites is constructed around how a person portrays their 
personality (digital identity) and how the network interprets the presentation. Profiles that display the 
digital identity presentation of users are “highly managed and limited in collaborative scope; people tend 
to present themselves in a fixed, singular, and self-conscious ways” (Marwick, 2011). The self-
presentation that occurs on social networking sites, such as Twitter and Instagram, is unique because 
relies more on short or visual information as the primary means of self-presentation. Self-view, or how a 
person thinks about their personality, can be easy to interpret from their profile. 

The collection of individual self-presentation often can merge among a particular culture by the common 
shared vocabulary, views and values expressed. The term “Black Twitter” was coined in the 2009 article 
‘What Were Black People Talking About on Twitter Last Night’ by Choire Sicha. The term is used to 
categorize the phenomenon of increased cultural hashtags and discourse of trending topics by the larger 
network of young African Americans. The prominences of black culture has been viewed on Instagram as 
well. Nearly 34% of Instagram users are Black (Ahmad, 2014).  

3 Method 
This study employed ethnographic methodologies, including observations and surveys. To investigate the 
ways people convey their identity on social networking platforms, I conducted a survey to gather 
information and researched African American cultural and self-presentations on Twitter and Instagram. 
The survey was hosted on Qualtrics.com and was taken anonymously and voluntarily by participants 
whom I reached out to using my personal Twitter and Instagram account. The content of the survey 
questions and results are discussed in the following section. 

A total of 26 people participated in the survey. The participants were between the ages of 18-29 and were 
all Black females. The first and second question asked the participants age and ethnicity, respectively. All 
of the remaining questions were open-ended to allow participants to be able to express their thoughts. 
The first half of the survey focused on Twitter. The questions focused on privacy settings, frequency, 
purpose, post, follows and comment management. The second half of the survey focused on Instagram 
and the questions were the same ones used for the Twitter questions.  

4 Findings  
Each answer gave insight into social networking user behavior of young Black women. The 

majority of the participants (88%) were 22-25 years old. After reading through each response, there 
seemed to be natural themes that emerged. Each question was assigned a set of categories that were 
used to comment on the main themes that arose in a participant’s responses.  
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Figure	  1	  Codes	  used	  to	  analyze	  data	  and	  structure	  the	  visualization 

 
In terms of Twitter usage, more than half (54%) of their profiles are public. However there is a 

decline in the frequency of usage, with 55% of participants reporting that they use the platform ‘never’-
‘monthly’. Of those who are active users, the primary purpose for using Twitter is to socialize (19%) and 
to engage with news and media (19%). These participants also reported that their post focus on 
appropriate content (35%) and activities (23%). Celebrities rank the highest (35%) among accounts the 
participants follow. When it comes to comment management, (50%) reported that they do not reply to 
negative comments, while (65%) will reply to positive comment. 

In terms of Instagarm usage, the majority of the participants (73%) reported that their profile were 
private. Majority of participants (69%) also report using the application on a daily basis, and 15% use it on 
a weekly basis. In terms of engagement with the platform, more than half (58%) of the participants 
primarily us Instagram to socialize, 15% said they use it to express their thoughts and identity, and 8% 
use is for work related tasks. With regards to post uploaded by participants, 35% reported that 
appearance was the most important factor, followed by appropriateness (31%).  Interest is the central 
reason for following other users (46%), family and friends (31%) were also highly reported. Pertaining to 
comment management on Instagram, participant reported not replying (35%) or deleting (19%) negative 
comments. 73% said that they reply to positive comments. 

5 Discussion 
Despite the differences in the way the platforms allows users to interact with the social networking 
environments, both Twitter and Instagram are commonly used for communicating and sharing identity. 
The purpose of visualizing the results is to be able to explore the correlations between the data that aren’t 
appearing in a table format. Parallel Sets is a Data-Driven Document (D3) library that can be used to 
explore categorical data. Each horizontal bar shows the different categories, which is connected by the 
‘ribbons’ or vertical paths that denote the coded themes in each participant’s responses. Each dimension 
and ribbon can be reordered to explore the relationships in the different categories. Each ribbon is color-
coded based on the top category. By hovering over the categories or ribbon, additional statistical and 
visual information becomes highlighted. Both visualization are available at 
http://kaskazia.people.si.umich.edu/820/TwitterData.html and 
http://kaskazia.people.si.umich.edu/820/InstagramData.html. 
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5.1 Instagram Analysis 
By analyzing the Instagram data in this visual format, it becomes clear that the intent to express identity is 
not a strong motivation for engagement with the platform of Black women. However the way they portray 
themselves is very important, Black women are very conscious of their appearance and the 
appropriateness of the photos they post. When asked how they decide what to post, some of the 
responses were: “I think about whether or not I would be embarrassed if my employer saw it” and “If it's 
something extremely inappropriate I won't post it because I have older adults that follow me”. This need to 
portray themselves as appropriate is also obvious in how the participants reported comment 
management, some said: “With grace”,  “In most cases I respond to all post unless I feel I can't respond in 
a respectful manor” and “Professionally...everyone is watching”. Black women are very aware of both 
their actual and perceived audience on Instagram and self-censor their content to ensure that they are 
maintain a level of appropriateness that is acceptable by their culture. 

	  Figure	  2	  Instagram	  Data	  Visualization	  
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5.2 Twitter Analysis 
Twitter allows users to truly express multiple aspects of their identity. Users don’t feel the pressure of 
maintaining an image or impressing an audience when they post because their audience has chosen to 
subscribe to their thoughts willingly. For these participants, appropriate is still very important. Black 
women on Twitter are intentional about managing their identity by being aware of how their post can be 
interpreted by their audience. When asked how they decided what to post on Twitter, participants said: 
“Whatever I post has to pertain to a certain vibe or it has to be something I feel my followers might 
appreciate viewing on their timeline” and “I assess my mood and how I am feeling about a certain topic 
and then if I decide it is appropriate for Twitter that is where I post it.” They also manage their comments 
to control their interactions they have on the platform. Some said: “I respond when I want but usually 
ignore ignorance. If I get something negative, as in rude, I usually just block that person or unfollow them” 
and “If its positive I welcome it warmly. If it is negative I usually ignore it. If it is insensitive or offensive I 
respond, either publicly on my post or in a private message to that individual.” The Black women who 
participated in this study have a shared sense of appropriateness and understanding of expected 
behavior on Twitter that creates a unique online experience. 

Figure	  3	  Twitter	  Data	  Visualization 
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5.3 Black Female Culture on Instagram and Twitter 

In observing the communications of Black women on Instagram and Twitter, there are a few themes that 
arise. One of the largest topics that Black women communicate about their culture on these platforms 
involves their hair. Hair care is a common topics discussed and unique terms such as ‘natural’ and 
‘processed’ and used to organize conversations. On Twitter, using the hash tag ‘teamnatural’ has become 
a trending topics in which Black women dominate the discourse on their experiences with their hair in its 
nature state. Black women also use the hash tag ‘teamnatural’ on Instagram on photos in which they 
highlight products or techniques to manage and style their hair. This communication is unique in that 
Black women do not often see images of their natural hair on mass media platforms. 

Another major topic Black women discuss on Twitter and Instagram is the treatment of Black women in 
society and portrayals of Black women in mass media. In popular film and TV, Black women have often 
been depicted as angry, empty and broke. However, recently Black Women have used Twitter and 
Instagram to combat these stereotypes and provide example of stronger role models in the Black 
community. Characters such as Olivia Pope (Scandal) and Annalise Keating (How to Get Away With 
Murder) have become trending topic on both Twitter and Instagram as presentations of Black women in 
mass media that are closer in to the actual experiences of Black women. 

5.4 Conclusion 

The goals of this study were to examine the cultural self-presentation on Twitter and Instagram and well 
and explore how Black women practice identity management on these platforms. From this study I found 
that Black women and very intentional about how they express themselves on Instagram and Twitter. Key 
factors, such as perceived audience and self-view, affect how Black women portray and manage their 
individual and cultures identity.  

There is a lot of emphasis on grace and class when deciding how they post and interact with other users 
on Twitter and Instagram. The identity management that takes place on social networking platforms is 
unique in that there are no other ways for a user to gather information on a person because the 
communication is limited to a set number of characters or a photo. There are no nonverbal cues or group 
interactions for users to gage who a person is or to understand their personality. Black women as using 
Twitter and Instagram strive to provide the world with a different representations their culture and 
individual experiences. 
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