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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in the 

United States described their social media self-presentations (SMSPs) in the context of 

imagined surveillance. Moral Reasoning Theory drove two RQs: (1) How do academics 

describe construction of SMSPs in the context of imagined surveillance? (2) How do 

academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their personal SMSPs? 106 

academics from across the U.S. were recruited by convenience sampling from two 

scholarly associations. Data were collected from closed-/open-ended questionnaires 

(n=102) and semi-structured interviews (n=20). Data analysis applied a six-phased 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis procedure of inductive coding to generate five themes and 14 

subthemes. Academics described SMSP construction as negotiating (1) promises and perils 

of in/visibility, including (a) unspoken rules, (b) overlapping identities, (c) social support, 

and (d) personal opinion-sharing, which was profoundly shaped by (2) the rise of cancel 

culture, or an (a) enforced ideology, (b) activist subgroup, and (c) pressure to signal 

support. Imagined surveillance influenced SMSPs toward (3) protection over participation 

by (a) withdrawal from social media, viewing (b) tenure as insufficient, and (c) safe social 

media strategies; (4) trepidation while teaching due to (a) classroom recording prompted 

(b) strategic instruction; and (5) resistance and rebellion to (a) push back on cancel culture 

with a (b) duty to speak out. This study advanced understanding of social media 

surveillance as a normalizing force on speech and behavior. Findings may be applied to 

policy and practice regarding social media use in education and other professional settings. 

Keywords: social media, self-presentation, surveillance, privacy, academia, higher 

education, cancel culture  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

This study examined how academics in the United States describe their social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. Self-presentation, or 

impression management (Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990), is the motivation to 

shape one’s behaviors in order to be viewed in a positive, advantageous, or otherwise 

desired way. Self-presentation is an essential part of social interaction, and nearly every 

type of behavior can be influenced or constrained by self-presentational motives as 

people seek to avoid appearing socially unacceptable. However, self-presentation is 

complicated when audiences, social norms and values are unclear, and people may 

behave differently when uncertain of how they will be judged. This social ambiguity is an 

important factor to consider as scholars increasingly use social media (e.g., Twitter, 

blogs) to share their research, network with colleagues, and interact with the public on 

issues of academic or personal interest.  

There is limited research on how academics negotiate the relational aspects of 

social media. According to Veletsianos et al. (2019), “scholars wrestle with the day-to-

day realities of social media beyond their use of it in teaching and research,” and 

academics’ use of social media is “governed by a multitude of personal, professional, 

sociocultural and sociopolitical factors” (p. 1724). This struggle is evident in the 

increasingly common reports of academics who are surveilled and harassed on social 

media, typically by groups or individuals motivated by political ideology (Honeycutt & 

Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). These incidents are associated with 

what has become known as Cancel Culture (see Bouvier, 2020; Ng, 2020; Pilon, 2020), 



2 

 

which is a term given to the trend toward monitoring, targeting, and punishing those with 

opposing viewpoints. The term “cancel culture” currently has no empirical definition in 

the literature; however, these activities are commonly associated with the surveillance 

and organizing capabilities of social media.  

In the realm of higher education, incidents of cancel culture tend to follow a 

common pattern: A professor shares an opinion on social media, he upsets someone who 

disagrees (e.g., a student, member of the media or general public), who then shares the 

opinion with other social media users who become similarly offended. The motivation 

here may be, as Stevens, Jussim, and Honeycutt (2020) described, to start an “outrage 

mob,” or a semi-organized campaign to harass the offending academic harassment 

(Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). A similar phenomenon has been 

termed morally motivated networked harassment (Marwick, 2021). In cases involving 

academics, the intent is often to pressure institutions to discipline, defund, or fire a 

professor for their views which some find offensive.  

Encounters with unanticipated social media audiences, and particularly those that 

are hostile, can be traumatic and lead to lasting personal and professional consequences 

for the faculty involved. Ferber (2017) described such experiences among her colleagues 

as feeling as if faculty were under attack. Indeed, the cancel culture trend contributes to a 

sense that, as Cain et al. (2019) put it, “faculty speech is monitored ever more closely, 

and any missteps are subject to amplification” (p. 626). This statement is indicative of a 

growing concern with surveillance in the academy. Prior research has found that the 

perception of social media surveillance produced a chilling effect on speech and behavior 

that extended even to offline situations (Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder, et al., 2016; 
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Stoycheff, et al., 2019). These findings, along with a growing chorus of concerns about 

cancel culture in higher education, raise questions about the types of surveillance 

anticipated by scholars and how perceptions of surveillance may influence the ways that 

academics present themselves on social media. 

Self-Presentation and Surveillance on Social Media 

Self-presentation on social media is now part of daily life for billions of people 

worldwide. The world’s largest social network site (SNS), Facebook, has more than 2 

billion monthly active users, and more than 3 billion people are using at least one of the 

company’s social media applications, which includes the popular photo-sharing “app,” 

Instagram (Facebook, 2020). Twitter, another popular social network that was designed 

for sharing short updates, or tweets, in 280 characters or less, has more than 300 million 

monthly active users (Twitter, 2019). Though relatively small in comparison to 

Facebook, Twitter is able to produce significant visibility for its users, since tweets are 

often shared publicly, which is Twitter’s default setting. The short messages posted on 

Twitter can be viewed beyond a user's own list of followers, and even the site’s entire 

user base on occasions when a tweet goes viral—that is, when a message is re-shared by 

others and/or copied onto other social media platforms.  

The potential for maximum exposure makes Twitter and other SNS designed on a 

public-facing, nonreciprocal follower model (e.g., YouTube, Instagram, TikTok) 

attractive platforms for public figures and celebrities, as well as those who hope to join 

their ranks. As these platforms have become ubiquitous for both personal and 

professional networking, a person’s visibility and reputation online—known as one’s 

personal brand—is now linked to one’s chances of social and economic success (Scolere, 
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et al., 2018; Whitmer, 2019, 2020). As government, corporate, and social institutions 

increasingly leverage the data gathering and surveillance capabilities of the Internet to 

make decisions about hiring, firing, access, and distribution of resources (Deleuze, 1992; 

Haggerty & Ericson, 2000; McEwan & Flood, 2018; Micheli, et al., 2018), individuals 

learn to anticipate surveillance as they present various aspects of their personal identities 

across an expanding landscape of social media platforms (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Marwick, 

et al., 2017). The challenge is to maximize one’s personal brand—that is, the 

marketability of one’s publicly visible persona—while balancing any negative outcomes 

of being caught in the gaze of unseen online watchers. 

The popularity of social media has also led to an expansion and normalization of 

social surveillance. Individuals make themselves visible through status updates, photos, 

videos, and other performances of self, which are then watched by other people as a 

means of socialization, professional engagement, and entertainment. This type of 

exposure is commonly invited and enjoyed as part of what Lyon (2017) has dubbed the 

emerging surveillance culture. However, since social network sites are designed to create 

networked audiences (Marwick & Boyd, 2011) where traditionally separated social 

contexts are collapsed, it is difficult if not impossible to know exactly who may view 

one’s social media activities and how one’s self-presentation will be judged—not only in 

the moment and original context, but also by unknown audiences in the future. The 

collapsed contexts of social media create the opportunity for turbulence such as when a 

post crafted with one audience in mind (e.g., friends) is encountered by members of 

another (e.g., coworkers, or a supervisor) with contrasting values or context (Litt & 
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Hargittai, 2014). On a recent episode of NPR’s Hidden Brain podcast, host Shankar 

Vedantam described this all-too-common problem in simple terms: 

On social media, we're encouraged to be quick, clever, edgy. The funny videos 

and amusing banter we engage in seem low stakes. But they are not. A larger 

world is watching. It's usually silent, but every now and then something we say or 

do can ignite a firestorm. And then nothing you say can undo the damage. 

(Vedantam, 2019, emphasis added) 

Surveillance of Scholars 

The potential for damage, as Vedantam described it, perceived from the watching 

of a larger world, is felt across social and professional strata, but perhaps nowhere is it 

more salient—and more visible—than in the realm of higher education. College students 

have been among the earliest and most enthusiastic adopters of Facebook and other social 

network sites, and this group’s social media use has received substantial scholarly 

attention (e.g., Ellison, et al., 2007; Jacobsen & Forste, 2011; Kim et al., 2016; 

Valenzuela, et al., 2009; Wang, et al., 2012). Comparatively little has been studied about 

the social media lives of academics—the faculty and researchers who have adopted 

platforms such as Twitter, YouTube, and blogs as teaching tools in the classroom (e.g., 

Friess & Lam, 2018; Malik, et al., 2019; Small & Rotolo, 2012), and more broadly as 

public platforms to share their work and opinions. Few studies have examined the day-to-

day “struggle” (Veletsianos, et al., 2019, p. 1724) academics face in navigating the 

collapsed social contexts and audience turbulence of social media. Likewise, there is a 

lack of empirical data to substantiate either the sense of being monitored that Cain et al. 

(2019) pointed to in their article addressing scholars in academic medicine or the 



6 

 

perception of being under attack highlighted by Ferber’s (2017) interviews with 

colleagues in social science. Nonetheless, these notions appear repeatedly in popular 

media, and in the writings of scholars who experience a social media firestorm.  

One such example is the case of William A. Jacobson, clinical professor at 

Cornell Law School. Jacobson started a blog in 2008, in which he writes about legal and 

political topics from a conservative perspective. Reflecting on his experience since 

creating the blog, Jacobson (2020b) wrote, “Living as a conservative on a liberal campus 

is like being the mouse waiting for the cat to pounce” (para. 2). The wait ended when 

Jacobson published a blog article on June 11, 2020, in which he criticized the ideology 

and tactics of the political group, Black Lives Matter (Jacobson, 2020a). In the days 

following Jacobson’s post, a number of alumni sent emails to the dean calling for 

Jacobson to be denounced or fired while current students accused Jacobson of being a 

racist and began organizing a boycott of his courses (Jacobson, 2020b, 2020c). Reacting 

to these events during an appearance on Fox News, Jacobson observed: 

I've never seen this. I mean, this is so far beyond political correctness. This is 

almost a totalitarian type of mentality that everything you say and everything you 

do is watched, and if you don't toe the party line completely, you're ostracized and 

you're attacked…. (Ingraham, 2020, emphasis added) 

Professor Jacobson is a conservative, though scholars with left-wing political 

views have also been targeted over their social media self-presentations. Lars Maischak, a 

lecturer in history at California State University, Fresno, was ultimately removed from 

the classroom after tweeting, “to save American democracy, Trump must hang” (Roll, 

2017, para. 2). George Ciccariello-Maher, an associate professor of politics at Drexel 
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University resigned after receiving death threats for more than a year since tweeting, “All 

I want for Christmas is white genocide” (Butterworth, 2018, para. 2). In these and many 

similar cases, the backlash began when the social media post was seen by people outside 

the scholar’s intended audience and shared more broadly in order to shame or punish the 

offending academic. In the case of Maischak, the lecturer had just 28 followers on 

Twitter when he posted his controversial message, but after the right-leaning news site 

Brietbart featured the tweet in a story, thousands reacted by sending outraged tweets, 

emails, and a petition calling for Maischak to be fired (Firozi, 2017). Maischak later 

commented that he had not imagined his Twitter activity would “be read by anyone but a 

close circle of acquaintances who would know to place them in their context” (Firozi, 

2017, para. 7). These examples, just a select few among many, highlight the growing 

perception of surveillance among scholars that will be the focus of this study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. Prior studies that examined how academics conceptualize their social media 

use indicate that faculty describe their social media audiences in familiar and friendly 

terms, at least initially. However, there is evidence that faculty are aware of the need to 

differentiate their self-presentations to deal with context collapse. Jordan (2020), in a 

survey of academics largely from the United Kingdom, found that faculty described 

sharing different fragments of their identities to suit the specific audiences they imagined 

were present on each social media platform—for example, Facebook was used for 

addressing friends, ResearchGate for fellow scholars, and Twitter for a mix of 
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professional and personal audiences. However, the author noted that future research was 

needed to explore overlap of personal and academic identity presentations on social 

media and if dissonance between identity expressions becomes problematic for faculty.  

Similarly, Veletsianos and Shaw (2018) interviewed academics primarily from the 

United States, Canada, the United Kingdom and found they imagined their social media 

audiences as communities of colleagues and like-minded friends. However, some 

participants expressed awareness of the collapsed social contexts on social media and 

varying degrees of (dis)comfort with that aspect. It was not clear how the presence or 

perception of a broader, unseen online audience impacted academics’ activities on social 

media, which led the authors to recommend future studies investigate the influence of 

“unimagined” audiences on academics’ social media participation.  

The results of related studies also indicated that academics changed their social 

media self-presentations in anticipation of scrutiny from unintended audiences. 

Veletsianos et al. (2019) found their academic participants reported changing or ceasing 

social media use out of concern for the hostile or risky political environment online. The 

authors suggested further investigation of this finding and emphasized the need for 

continued study of social media in the broader lives of faculty. In a study aimed 

specifically at social media harassment of scholars, Veletsianos, Houlden, et al. (2018) 

found that some women academics had withdrawn from social media, adjusted their 

online practices, or even changed their research interests after experiencing unanticipated 

hostility toward their personal identities or opinions. These authors called for more 

research to understand these experiences and to learn more about situations and groups in 

which academics are subjected to monitoring and targeted harassment on social media. 
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Taken together, the findings point to a broad gap in the literature regarding how 

academics negotiate social media self-presentation, and, more narrowly, how academics 

describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Advancing Knowledge and Practice 

This study made contributions to both practical and theoretical knowledge. In 

terms of practice, the results of this study expand understanding of the challenges to 

academic freedom and personal wellbeing faced by scholars who are increasingly 

encouraged by their institutions, as well as the broader culture, to be visible on social 

media. Though several studies referenced perceptions of social media-enabled 

surveillance, hostility, and/or threat of attack among scholars (Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, 

Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019), neither a rich description nor analysis of 

this phenomenon from the perspective of academics was available in the extant literature. 

Few academic institutions have policies to guide faculty or administrators in such 

instances (Pomerantz et al., 2015), and the results of this study will further assist higher 

education in these efforts. In addition, as anticipation of surveillance has been shown to 

produce a chilling effect on speech and behavior (i.e., self-presentation) (Lavertu et al., 

2020; Marder, et al., 2016; Stoycheff, et al., 2019), understanding scholars’ perceptions 

in this regard helps to determine the scope of cancel culture and as it relates to academic 

speech. Indeed, this study is among the first to gather empirical data from academics, or 

any population, on the notion of cancel culture.  

In terms of expanding knowledge and theory, surveillance has been highlighted as 

a critical component in understanding privacy in the context of social media. Privacy 

scholars have recently noted that more qualitative study is needed to understand the 
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nuances of privacy for social media users (Quinn, et al., 2019; Quinn & Papacharissi, 

2018). By examining the phenomenon of imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 2019; 

Lyon, 2017) as it relates to social media self-presentation for academics, this study 

extends knowledge beyond traditional notions of privacy and self-presentation (e.g., 

Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Petronio, 1991) to tease out the sociopolitical 

power dynamics that shape how individuals disclose or perform the self on social media. 

In other words, this study considers not only the intended and visible audiences for self-

presentations, but also imagined and invisible audiences that might be watching and how 

users navigate, comply with, or resist expectations of perceived surveillant audiences.  

This study also extends knowledge about how social media users conceptualize 

their audiences. By examining academics’ perceptions of unseen audiences, this study 

will overlap with the concept Litt and Hargittai (2016) called the phantasmal audience. 

As these authors noted, social media users were observed to shift their conceptualizations 

of the unseen audience from the specific and familiar to more abstract onlookers. In 

addition, there is surprisingly little psychological research on surveillance, which has 

prompted calls for social psychologists to help describe experiences of surveillance as 

this becomes an increasingly common part of life in a digital society (Ellis et al., 2016; 

Friesen, et al., 2009; Kende, et al., 2015). This study therefore makes contributions the 

broader research areas of privacy, self-presentation, and surveillance studies. 

Background of the Study 

This study addressed themes related to privacy, self-presentation (or impression 

management), and surveillance as these relate to social media use by scholars and others 
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in academe. These topic areas will be briefly introduced here (see Chapter 2 for a full 

review of the literature). A discussion of the applicability of the research then follows. 

Privacy and Self-Presentation 

Privacy has traditionally been understood in terms of individual control over 

access to information about the self. Privacy accomplishment has long been discussed in 

terms of physical or psychological boundaries (Vinsel et al., 1980). The concept of 

individual boundary control remained central in privacy theories through the end of the 

20th Century, such as with Communication Privacy Management (Petronio, 1991, 2010), 

which focused on the individual calculus or decision-making process that governs self-

disclosures. However, the individual control/calculus perspective was found to have 

limitations in the Internet Age.  

Users of the World Wide Web were observed to frequently disregard personal 

privacy in their online disclosures, even while expressing a desire to protect their 

personal information. This phenomenon became known as the “privacy paradox” (Barth 

& De Jong, 2017; Kokolakis, 2017). More recently, scholars began to consider online 

privacy through the frame of Goffman’s (1959) social theory of self-presentation, 

otherwise known as Impression Management (see also Leary & Kowalski, 1990), which 

applies a dramaturgical metaphor by which the individual is seen as an actor on stage, 

selecting the appropriate language, behaviors, and disclosures according to the 

established norms and expectations of the present audience. Studies that examined social 

media behaviors through a Goffmanian lens found that, contrary to the so-called paradox, 

social media users were highly engaged in privacy-protective behaviors, though decisions 

about personal disclosure on the social web are complicated by overlapping social 
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contexts and audience in these online spaces (Boyd, 2008; Marwick & Boyd, 2011; 

Marwick et al., 2017) Contextual efforts to maintain privacy such as these consist of 

actions and non-actions that take place at various levels (Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018). 

For example, using privacy features at the application level or adjusting individual 

message content (i.e., self-censorship) or obscuring personal identifiability at the 

communication level.  

Privacy and self-presentation, particularly on social media, are now understood to 

be highly nuanced and contextual processes, and this has been taken as some explanation 

for why privacy behaviors had appeared paradoxical to researchers operating under more 

traditional frameworks of individual boundary control. Quinn and Papacharissi (2018), 

for example, described social media privacy as a highly reflexive, or “liquid,” process 

involving constant scrutiny of contexts and censure of disclosures (p. 60). These and 

other scholars have noted the centrality of surveillance in defining, understanding, and 

discussing privacy-related experiences with social media (Marwick et al., 2017; Quinn & 

Papacharissi, 2018; Trottier, 2012). As social media are designed primarily for personal 

disclosure—and to facilitate watching and being watched—it is necessary to consider 

how these technologies have normalized everyday surveillance. 

Surveillance 

Surveillance, unlike privacy, suggests an agent with power to access information 

about the subject, usually in unseen ways. Surveillance is traditionally discussed in terms 

of governmental or corporate power where monitoring or observation is used to instill 

and enforce expected societal norms (Foucault, 1977/1995). With the advent of digital 

technologies and the widespread sharing of personal information on social media, 
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however, the study of surveillance has expanded to consider newer forms of lateral, 

social, and self-monitoring (Lyon, 2017; Trottier, 2012). As Lyon (2017) puts it, 

surveillance now “forms part of everyday reflections on how things are and of the 

repertoire of everyday practices” (p. 825). Self-presentation activities on social media 

involve reflection of this sort, as these platforms merge audiences and social contexts that 

have traditionally been kept separate.  

In the absence of clear audience knowledge, social media users conceive an 

abstraction of those with whom they are communicating on these platforms. The 

imagined audience is based on environmental cues and the individual’s own personality 

(Litt, 2012). One’s imagined audience is often smaller or more specific than the actual 

audience that will receive the communication (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). This disparity 

makes it relatively easy for messages written with one audience in mind to cross 

contextual boundaries, potentially resulting in problematic encounters with negative 

outcomes like ending a friendship or losing a job (Litt & Hargittai, 2014).  In addition, 

and of particular importance when considering academic users, is that social media 

collapse rhetorical styles by mixing both professional and informal discourse (Stewart, 

2016). An academic’s social media activities might include, for example, scholarly 

critique alongside personal opinion, political statements, venting about health struggles or 

workplace grievances, or casual banter with friends or strangers. These features of social 

media communication increase the potential for academics’ self-presentation to incite 

negative responses from unanticipated audiences. 

The literature provides ample evidence that social media users across 

demographic groups of age, race, sex, and social class are aware that their social media 
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disclosures might be seen and scrutinized by employers, law enforcement or other 

powerful institutions, as well as social peers. For example, Marwick et al. (2017) found 

that young adults of lower socioeconomic status view social media self-presentation as 

necessary for socialization and upward mobility, yet their study participants articulated 

strategies for withholding aspects of their identities that might be criticized or misjudged 

by either peers or authoritative others who could be watching online. Pitcan et al. (2018) 

found similar strategies were reported by minorities in the same dataset, particularly 

women, as a way to present public identities that conform with what they perceived to be 

dominant social norms. Perceptions of increased visibility, social scrutiny, or monitoring 

by unseen audiences emerged as themes in studies ranging from Canadian teenagers who 

repeatedly claimed they had “nothing to hide” from social media (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 

2019) to adults in rural Appalachia who expressed mistrust for government agents and 

corporate scammers trying to collect their personal information (Hamby et al., 2018). 

McEwan and Flood (2018) found widespread belief that corporations collude to collect 

and track social media data of employees, while Pangrazio (2019) found that Australian 

students envisioned themselves as the watchers as they described using social media to 

monitor the activities of their friends and the social currents at their school. These results 

highlight the many forms of social media surveillance that are experienced in 

contemporary digital society. 

In a broader survey of social media users, Quinn et al. (2019) found that working- 

and middle-class social media users tend to be more concerned about lateral (social/peer) 

surveillance while some “elites” of higher socioeconomic status emphasized vertical 

(institutional) surveillance. These results are consistent with a study by Duffy and Chan 
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(2019) that found that “imagined surveillance” of a vertical (i.e., institutional) nature 

profoundly influenced the social media self-presentation practices of university students. 

These relatively elite users described strategies to obscure their identities, such as using 

sanitized and pseudonymous (i.e., “fake”) social media profiles, or to appease invisible 

audiences perceived to be watching (e.g., university recruiters, future employers). The 

authors conclude this is evidence of a “hidden curriculum” by which “young people are 

socialized to anticipate digital surveillance from various social institutions” (Duffy & 

Chan, 2019, p. 132). It was not known how academics in the United States described 

their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Academics on Social Media 

The research that needs to be better understood is how academics negotiate self-

presentation on social media, and more narrowly how academics describe their social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. For example, studies find 

that faculty use of social media changed over time, and that uncertainty about who may 

have access to their online disclosures and the potential consequences of that exposure 

ranked among the reasons why academics reevaluated their use of social media 

(Veletsianos, Kimmons, et al., 2018; Veletsianos, et al., 2019). In one study by 

Veletsianos et al. (2019), several participants reported self-censoring on social media to 

avoid potential social or professional consequences of their opinions. Some academics 

have withdrawn entirely from social media after being attacked or after observing others 

who were (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). These findings indicated that at least some 

academics are cognizant of social and/or institutional surveillance online and this 

influenced their self-presentation on social media.  
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Academics, like other social media users, conceptualize their social media 

audiences in abstract and inaccurate ways. Jordan (2020) found that academics imagined 

specific audiences for each social media platform they used but many did not account for 

audience overlap or changes in their personal or professional identities, which can lead to 

dissonance as academics engage in self-presentation on social media. Likewise, 

Veletsianos and Shaw (2018) concluded that while academics initially describe their 

social media audiences in friendly and collegial terms, it needs to be better understood 

how encounters with unanticipated audiences shape subsequent social media 

participation. Indeed, as faculty become more aware of these challenges with social 

media, and perhaps experience the outcomes of online disclosure in their professional and 

personal lives—whether directly or vicariously—it is important to understand how 

anticipation of surveillance is related to academics’ perceptions and practices of self-

presentation on social media. This topic is important to investigate because, as 

Veletsianos, Kimmons et al. (2018) recommend, studying the role of social media in the 

broader lives of faculty enhances not only our understanding of how/why these 

technologies are used (or not used) in higher education, but also larger issues around the 

social, political, economic, and historical aspects of academics’ social media use. This 

study sought to understand these aspects of academics’ social media use by asking them 

to describe their experiences with the phenomenon of imagined surveillance (Duffy & 

Chan, 2019) as they relate to perceptions and practices of social media self-presentation. 

Applicability of the Research 

This study was intended to make contributions beyond the local setting with 

regard to both professional and societal needs. The aim was to better inform not only 
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academics but also all those seeking to engage in public discourse on social media about 

the challenges of self-presentation presented by the overlapping contexts and emerging 

surveillance climate online. The digital public sphere of social media offers promise of 

greater autonomy and engagement for knowledge workers and has allowed for the rebirth 

of the public intellectual by offering a platform for far more people to share their ideas 

and expertise than in previous eras of print and broadcast media (Veletsianos & 

Kimmons, 2012). However, to adopt social media professionally means also to adopt 

them personally, and in many cases to invite the gaze of unanticipated audiences, seen 

and unseen, who are able to act in ways not possible with previous, analog 

communications. The surveillance capabilities of social media are implicated in the trend 

known as “cancel culture” that has been described in both popular and scholarly media 

(Bouvier, 2020; Ng, 2020) and the sense of academics being watched and potentially 

attacked (Cain et al., 2019; Ferber, 2017). Social media surveillance is therefore a timely 

and important study topic, particularly as it relates to academics and the potential for 

suppression of speech and scholarship. These issues are nonetheless relevant to the 

experiences of potentially billions of social media users worldwide who negotiate digital 

self-presentation in the many contexts of professional and personal life.  

The results of this study are intended to support communications and media 

professionals, policymakers, and researchers, as well as psychologists and social 

scientists, to understand the rapidly evolving social media landscape, and particularly the 

impact of the social media culture on individuals and institutions. With this knowledge, it 

may be possible to better prepare and protect the many people who are encouraged to be 
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professionally and personally visible on social media, or those who are adversely affected 

by the visibility and exposure produced by these technologies.  

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are used in this chapter and throughout the study. Definitions 

are provided to enhance the reader’s understanding of the study. 

Cancel Culture. The trend of semi-organized campaigns intended to take away 

support for (e.g., funding, viewership, platform, employment), boycott, silence, or 

otherwise punish individuals who are considered to have said or done something 

offensive. There is no empirical definition of this term; however, it has been discussed in 

scholarly writing (cf. Bouvier, 2020; Ng, 2020; Pilon, 2020) and similar to the 

phenomenon Marwick (2021) termed morally motivated networked harassment. 

Chilling Effect. Originally used in reference to the holding back of free speech 

due to surveillance (i.e., infringement of U.S. First Amendment rights; Dolich, 1993), the 

term is now used broadly to describe behavioral changes in individuals aware they are 

under surveillance to conform with the perceived expectations of the surveyors (see also, 

Manokha, 2018; Marder et al., 2016). 

Common Morality. A shared understanding of established norms, expectations, 

and power dynamics within an organization, community, or other distinct cultural 

contexts (Rest et al., 2000). 

Conventional Reasoning. See: “Maintaining Norms Schema” below. 

Hashtag. A searchable keyword used on Twitter and other social media for 

grouping conversation topics (Bruns & Burgess, 2011) 
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Imagined Surveillance. The study phenomenon, which describes how 

individuals perceive of the potential scrutiny their social media may receive and how this 

in turn shapes their social media practices (Duffy & Chan, p. 121; see also, Lyon, 2017). 

Impression Management. See “self-presentation” below. 

Maintaining Norms Schema (MNS). In Moral Reasoning Theory, MNS 

thinking prioritizes universal standards of order and cooperation, and the rules, roles, and 

authorities around which society is organized (Rest et al., 1999; Thoma, 2014). 

Personal Interest Schema (PIS). The most basic type of moral reasoning 

associated with neo-Kohlbergian moral reasoning theory. PIS thinking is related to 

survival, personal advantage, individual needs or desires (Narvaez & Bock, 2002). 

Privacy. As a legal concept emerged from the seminal work of Warren and 

Brandeis (1890) and is defined as a “right” to withdraw from public—i.e., to be left 

alone—in order to protect one’s “inviolate personality” (p. 205), that is, the autonomous 

person. In psychological and sociological terms, privacy has traditionally been defined as 

individual control over access to the self, whether physically or with regard to disclosure 

of personal information (see Vinsel et al., 1980; Petronio, 2010). 

Postconventional Schema (PS). The third and most advanced schema of Moral 

Reasoning Theory, this thinking emphasizes shared ideals that may challenge the status 

quo but which are fully reciprocal, and open to debate and tests of logical consistency 

(Rest et al., 1999). 

Self-Presentation. The motivation to shape one’s behavior in order to be viewed 

in a positive, advantageous, or otherwise desired way for a particular context or audience, 

also referred to as “impression management” (Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990) 



20 

 

Social Media. A widely used term in both academic literature and common 

parlance to describe a broad set of digital communications technologies. A synthesis of 

many definitions found in the literature is offered by Ouirdi, et al. (2014): Social media 

are “a set of mobile and web-based platforms built on Web 2.0 technologies, and 

allowing users at the micro-, meso- and macro-levels to share and geo-tag user-generated 

content (images, text, audio, video and games), to collaborate, and to build networks and 

communities, with the possibility of reaching and involving large audiences” (p. 119). 

Social media include, but are not limited to, social network sites (SNS), photo-, music-, 

and video-sharing sites, blogs, wikis, forums, and multiplayer online games. 

Social Network Site (SNS). As defined by Boyd and Ellison (2007), SNS are 

“web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile 

within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a 

connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others 

within the system. Examples of SNS include Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 

LinkedIn. Also known in common parlance as a “social networking site.” 

Surveillance. From the French, “to watch over,” surveillance is the “focused, 

systematic and routine attention to personal details for the purposes influence, 

management, protection or direction” (Lyon, 2007, p. 14), or “the collection and analysis 

of information about populations in order to govern their activities” (Haggerty & Ericson, 

2000, p. 3). Surveillance implies an agent with the power to access and use information 

about the subject. 
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Anticipated Limitations 

This qualitative descriptive study has several limitations. As defined by 

Theofanidis and Fountouki (2018), limitations are threats to the validity of the study that 

are outside the researcher's control. The identified limitations of the study are:  

• Limitations of method and study design 

o Qualitative methodology. Results of qualitative studies are not generalizable. 

This study explores a phenomenon among a nonrandom group of people; 

therefore, findings cannot be used to make predictions about a broader 

population (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015). Rather than seeking 

generalizable results, the qualitative study produces descriptive accounts of 

“experiences, events, and processes that most people (researchers and 

participants) would agree are accurate” (Sullivan-Bolyai et al., 2005, p. 128). 

o Descriptive design. The qualitative descriptive design is used to describe a 

phenomenon as manifested in the experiences of a specific group of 

individuals (Sandelowski, 2000, 2010). This design keeps close to the data 

and produces descriptions in everyday terms (Lambert & Lambert, 2012). 

Participants’ statements are taken largely at face value as reflecting the reality 

of their experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This study therefore does not 

include the kinds of constructivist, symbolic, or essential analyses sought with 

grounded theory or phenomenological designs. 

o Convenience sample. This study utilizes a convenience sample. This 

approach is best suited to achieve the goals of a qualitative descriptive study 

by recruiting participants that are accessible and highly qualified to inform on 

the phenomenon under investigation; however, nonprobability sampling limits 

transferability of results (Patton, 2015; Shenton, 2004). This sampling 

approach is consistent with similar studies of “academics” or “scholars” and 

their social media use (e.g., Jordan, 2020; Jordan & Weller, 2018b; 

Veletsianos, Kimmons, et al., 2018; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018).  

o Small sample size. This study is limited to a sample of 106 participants. 

While this is a large sample for a qualitative study (Guest, et al., 2006; Morse, 

2015; Ritchie et al., 2003), the relatively smaller sample size as compared to 

quantitative studies, for example, reflects “emphasis on intensive contact with 

participants” (Bradshaw, et al., 2017, p. 4).  

o Data analysis approach. Data analysis follows the thematic analysis 

procedure outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), which involves coding and 

analyzing themes in the text of the interviews and written responses. This 

process is inductive, though directed toward answering the specific research 
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questions of this study. Thematic analysis potentially narrows the analysis and 

exclude data not relevant to the research questions. 

o Researcher bias. There is potential for bias, misinterpretation, or error with 

this qualitative research as the researcher will “bring preconceived beliefs into 

the dialogue (Harry, et al., 2005, p. 7), which can limit the credibility of this 

study. These limitations were mitigated by the process of “member checking,” 

where participants are asked to review their interview transcripts for accuracy 

and clarification, data triangulation, and peer debriefing to demonstrate 

reliability and credibility of findings (Kornbluh, 2015; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Shenton, 2004). 

• Limitations of data sources. 

o Self-reported data. Participants in this study were interviewed or completed 

an online questionnaire. The researcher cannot independently verify the 

accuracy of participants’ responses and recollections. It is also possible that 

interviewees may answer in ways they expect the researcher wishes to hear, or 

that is socially desirable (Collins, et al., 2005). However, use of self-reported 

data is an established practice in social science research that has been found to 

be reliable, including studies examining work-life stressors—essentially the 

focus of the present study—which suggests that participants responses will be 

reliable here (Schonfeld & Mazzola, 2013).  

o Response rate. The use of an online surveys may produce fewer responses 

than other recruiting approaches; for example, an estimated 11% fewer 

responses than offline survey methods (Yan & Fan, 2010). However, response 

rate of online surveys is enhanced by high interest among potential 

participants (Saleh & Bista, 2017). High interest is expected for the present 

study which is recruiting from the membership of an organization that has a 

strong interest in the study topic. Social media surveillance and associated 

“cancel culture” are also current topics of public debate.   

Summary and Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

Self-presentation is complicated to manage online, particularly in the age of social 

media, as the overlap and fluidity of social contexts and audiences make it difficult to 

predict how a personal disclosure will be received, by whom exactly, and whether it will 

receive additional scrutiny in in the future by unintended others. At the present time, 

online public discourse is often affected by political and ideological division, incivility 

and outrage. Academic institutions, as places of discussion and debate, are a focus of 
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scrutiny in this climate, and professors can become targets of political attack both outside 

and within their campus communities (Ferber, 2017; Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Though some incidents have been documented in 

limited academic research, popular media documents an apparent trend toward 

monitoring, censorship, and punishment of academics over their social media use that is 

facilitated by social media and their surveillance capabilities. 

A review of the relevant literature indicates that anticipation of being watched or 

subjected to social and political scrutiny has a chilling effect on faculty use of social 

media (Veletsianos, et al., 2019). Other studies have found that scholars imagine their 

social media audiences in friendly and like-minded terms, but do not account for potential 

encounters with unanticipated audiences or the potential for conflicting identity 

presentations across social media platforms (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). 

Taken together, the extent literature pointed to a need to better understand how academics 

negotiate self-presentation on social media, and more narrowly how academics in the 

describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance.  

Surveillance has emerged as a useful lens for examining the challenges of privacy 

and self-presentation experienced by social media users. While privacy has been 

traditionally framed in terms of individual control over personal disclosure, the realities 

of context collapse and invisible audiences on social media are more akin to the watchful 

gaze of surveillant agents over which the individual has little power to control (Marwick 

et al., 2017; Trottier, 2012). Lyon (2017) has theorized that surveillance imaginaries and 

practices are now part of everyday life in the present digital and social media culture 

where personal information is shared broadly with corporations and institutions in 
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exchange for services, and exposure is invited as a means of socialization and 

entertainment. As Duffy and Chan (2019) found in their study of college students, the 

phenomenon of “imagined surveillance” was observed to profoundly shape perceptions 

and practices of social media self-presentation. The present study examined the 

phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance as 

experienced by academics. This study addressed the following research questions: 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-presentations 

in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

Due to the nature of the study goals and research questions, a qualitative 

methodology was chosen. The study seeks to describe and interpret the subjective and 

contextual experiences of a group of people—in this case imagined surveillance as 

perceived by scholars—and this is the general purpose of qualitative research (Patton, 

2015; Ponterotto, 2005). The descriptive design was chosen because it is well suited for 

summarizing the experiences of individuals in everyday terms (Lambert & Lambert, 

2012) and includes examination of subjective opinions, attitudes, beliefs, and experiences 

(Percy et al., 2015). These aspects of qualitative descriptive design allowed the research 

questions to be answered regarding how the subjective phenomenon of imagined 

surveillance impacts perceptions and practices of self-presentation on social media.  

In terms of feasibility, the necessary data to complete the study was accessible to 

the researcher. The study sample was recruited primarily from the membership of two 

academic professional organizations with members focused on issues of academic speech 
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and freedom. These participants were therefore well-suited to be informants on the 

phenomenon in question. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews and 

online questionnaires, and these procedures present no greater risk to participants than 

engaging in everyday activities. Approval was received from the research sites (Appendix 

A). Data collection instruments were developed by the researcher and based, in part, on 

the work of Duffy and Chan (2019), with the primary author’s permission (Appendix D). 

Data collection procedures were field tested to ensure their appropriateness and efficacy 

prior to data collection. 

This study makes contributions to both theory and practice. In the field of 

communication, the results describe the complex challenges social media users face in 

terms of self-presentation and audience conceptualization, and specifically in the realm of 

higher education as academics increasingly adopt these technologies to engage in online 

scholarship and public pedagogy. This information may be used to inform faculty as they 

decide if/how to participate on social media, and to guide institutions to create training 

and policies to support faculty in these endeavors. While not generalizable or 

transferrable, these findings are useful more broadly in understanding the similar issues 

faced by billions of social media users worldwide that engage in self-presentation on 

social media every day. Likewise, the study contributes to understanding the concept of 

the imagined audience (Litt, 2012), or how people conceptualize their social media 

audiences, by expanding the focus on the unseen audience. In addition, this study answers 

the calls for social psychology research to contribute to the field of surveillance studies 

(Ellis et al. 2016; Friesen et al., 2009; Kende et al., 2015). As these scholars highlighted, 

there is a need for more qualitative investigation of subjective experience of surveillance. 
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The remaining chapters of this dissertation are organized as follows. Chapter 2 

presents a review of the literature relevant to understanding the theoretical foundation and 

topics of this study. These include a review of Moral Reasoning Theory, which will be 

used to frame the phenomenon from a psychological perspective, as well as the key 

themes of self-presentation, privacy and surveillance on social media, and academics’ use 

of social media. A review of literature relevant to the descriptive design of this qualitative 

study is then be provided. Chapter 3 further explains the qualitative methodology and 

descriptive design of this research study. Chapter 4 presents the data analysis and results 

of the study. Finally, Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the researcher’s interpretation of 

the findings as they related to theory and prior research, recommendations for future 

research, and suggestions for applying the study results to policy and practice with regard 

to social media use in higher education and more broadly. 

Table 1.1. 

 

Alignment Table 

Alignment Item Alignment Item Description 

Problem Space Need: There is a gap in the literature with regard to how academics describe their 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Problem Statement: It is not known how academics describe their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study is to explore how 

academics describe their social media self-presentation in the context of 

imagined surveillance. 

Phenomenon: Social media self-presentation in the context imagined surveillance 

describes how individuals perceive of the potential scrutiny their social 

media may receive and how this in turn shapes their social media practices 

(Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017). 

Research Questions: RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance 

on their personal social media self-presentations? 

Methodology/Research 

Design: 

The methodology is qualitative. The design is descriptive. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction to the Chapter and Background to the Problem 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a thorough review of topics and themes from the literature 

that support the present study of how academics describe their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. First, a brief background is 

presented to demonstrate how the study of social media privacy and self-presentation has 

led to consideration of the surveillance that is inherent to these technologies. Second, the 

problem space is identified as a gap in the literature that required additional research on 

how academics describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. Third, the theoretical foundation of the study is explained with relevant 

seminal and recent work that forms a conceptual framework for addressing the research 

questions. A review of the literature on social media self-presentation, imagined 

surveillance, and academic use of social media is then presented. Major themes include 

privacy and self-presentation, the phenomenon of imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 

2019) and its influence on behavior in online and in offline settings, and the uses and 

challenges of social media for academics, including public self-presentation on so-called 

Academic Twitter—a subgroup of users with ties to the hostile political climate of cancel 

culture that is prominent in higher education at the time of this study. Finally, support for 

the qualitative method and instrumentation chosen for the present study is provided from 

the literature. The chapter then concludes with a summary focused on the phenomenon of 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 
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This study addresses an identified need in the literature for further research on the 

role of imagined surveillance—perceptions and experiences of unanticipated or hostile 

audiences—in shaping the social media self-presentation behaviors of scholars (Jordan, 

2020; Veletsianos, Houlden, et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019; Veletsianos & Shaw, 

2018). This problem fits into a broader need to study the experience of surveillance as it 

relates social media privacy, which has inspired calls for more qualitative and 

psychological studies in this area (Ellis et al., 2016; Friesen, et al., 2009; Quinn et al., 

2019; Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018). The findings of this study contribute to these areas, 

and to the practical need for further education and policy regarding the risks of social 

media use for scholars and others in higher education. 

A comprehensive review of the literature was completed focusing on peer-

reviewed research conducted in the last five years, as well as seminal sources and other 

significant work in the focus areas. Sources of literature included peer-reviewed journals 

in psychology, social science, communications, and education, and also some review of 

philosophy, law, and literary texts, which reflects the interdisciplinary nature of the 

surveillance studies field. Databases used include EBSCOhost, JSTOR, PsychINFO, Web 

of Science, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. Query keywords included social media, 

social network site, privacy, surveillance, self-presentation, impression management, 

self-awareness, imagined audience, personal branding, chilling effect, higher education, 

networked scholarship, academic twitter, online outrage, call-out culture, and cancel 

culture. Additional sources, such as scholarly books, were purchased or rented in 

hardcopy or e-book format from retail booksellers or retrieved from the library. 
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Background of the Problem 

Through the convergence of digital, mobile, and social media technologies, 

surveillance—watching and being watched—is now an everyday experience and a 

defining characteristic of the present culture (Lyon, 2017). The perception of being 

visible to online audiences shapes how people present themselves, not only on social 

media but also offline in “real life” (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder, 

2018; Marder et al., 2016; Marwick et al., 2017; Pitcan et al., 2018; Scolere et al., 2018; 

Stoycheff et al., 2019). Strategically adapting one’s speech and behavior to avoid 

negative evaluation is a normal part of impression management (Leary & Kowalski, 

1990). On social media, however, making a negative impression or causing offense—

even with an unknown observer—can result in being harassed, attacked, or shamed 

online, which can lead to personal or professional consequences offline as well (Ferber, 

2017; Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Anticipated 

surveillance from unseen and/or potentially hostile audiences was found to influence the 

social media self-presentation of scholars and raised concerns about the suppression of 

academic speech (Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; 

Veletsianos et al., 2019). Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was 

to explore how academics in the United States describe their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance.   

Research on social media self-presentation emerged from the study of online 

privacy. Over the last two decades, studies of Internet user behaviors found that people 

often made personal disclosures online despite having expressed intentions to protect 

their privacy (Barth & De Jong, 2017; Kokolakis, 2017). This so-called “privacy 
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paradox” prompted a number of studies applying self-presentation (Goffman, 1959; 

Leary & Kowalski, 1990) as an alternative lens for understanding Internet privacy 

behaviors (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Marwick & Boyd, 2011, 2014; Marwick et al., 

2017; Pitcan et al., 2018; Van Dijck, 2013). From the perspective of self-presentation, it 

was observed that Internet users made disclosures they believed to be appropriate for the 

audience and social context—i.e., the people they expected to see their messages—but 

their assessments of audience were often inaccurate. Self-presentation errors were largely 

due to the design of social network sites (SNS) that merge contexts and cause audiences 

to overlap, making disclosures potentially visible to unforeseen others, including as the 

diversity and complexity of people’s social networks evolves over time (Davis & 

Jurgenson, 2014; Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Palen & Dourish, 2003). In simpler terms, this 

means that one might post a message on Facebook intended for friends or family, but the 

same message can be retrieved and shared again tomorrow—or in ten years’ time—to 

new and larger audiences who may view the content in a different context. Uncertainty 

about context and audience prompts many social media users to self-censor or share only 

what would withstand scrutiny by the strictest audience (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). In 

other cases, users tailor their online personas toward pleasing the audience(s) considered 

most important to attaining economic or social rewards (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Scolere et 

al., 2018; Whitmer, 2019, 2020; see also Leary & Kowalski, 1990). 

Social media privacy and self-presentation practices reflect awareness of one’s 

visibility or exposure to surveillance enabled by social media technologies (Quinn & 

Papacharissi, 2018). Many people understand and indeed expect that the contents of their 

social media can and will be scrutinized by institutions such as governments, employers, 
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or schools, as well as social peers (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Duffy & Chan, 2019; 

Fulton & Kibby, 2017; Marwick & et al., 2017; McEwan & Flood, 2018; Trottier, 2012). 

This understanding contributes to an “atmosphere” of surveillance (Ellis et al., 2013) that 

is salient when using social media and as well as in offline settings (Lavertu et al., 2020; 

White & Le Cornu, 2011). Though some social media users told researchers they had 

“nothing to hide,” the anticipation of visibility to unseen audiences nonetheless shaped 

their online disclosures and self-presentation behaviors (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; 

Marwick & Hargittai, 2019; Vickery, 2015). Adorjan and Ricciardelli (2019) noted this 

dynamic of declaring no concern for privacy but then taking pains to monitor and craft a 

visible social media self-presentation is a new and inverted dimension of the privacy 

paradox. Duffy and Chan (2019) also found this dynamic at work in their study that 

demonstrated how anticipation of surveillance by future employers profoundly influenced 

the online self-presentation behaviors of university students and recent graduates. These 

students invested significant effort into crafting an online persona that would please these 

observers. Some reported using separate or “fake” social media accounts where they 

expressed more of their personalities away from the gaze of surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 

2019; see also, McGregor & Li, 2019; Xiao et al., 2020).  

Imagined surveillance was also observed offline—or “in real life”—in recent 

studies that found face-to-face behaviors were shaped in consideration of how they might 

be viewed by social media audiences (Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016). Studies 

have also found that social media surveillance prompts people to hide their political 

opinions on social media, not only in their own messages but by withholding “likes” from 

political content (Marder, 2018; Stoycheff et al., 2019), and also reduces the willingness 
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to engage in political discussion in offline settings (Hampton et al., 2017). These results 

suggest that social media self-presentation is not limited to disclosures made online and 

should therefore be understood as any behavior—online or offline—that is performed or 

withheld in consideration of social media audiences.  

Review of recently published research identified a gap in the literature regarding 

academics in the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context 

of imagined surveillance. There was a stated need to better understand how scholars 

conceptualize social media audiences, and particularly how unknown, conflicting, and/or 

hostile audiences shape academics’ social media behaviors, both professionally and also 

in their broader lives (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 

2019; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). By describing how academics interpret and act upon 

their visibility relative to social media, the findings of this study contribute to closing the 

gap in this understudied area. 

Identification of the Problem Space 

Over the last decade, most studies of social media use among academics have 

focused on applications of these technologies to support teaching and research (Malik et 

al., 2019; Tang & Hew, 2017). Comparatively little had been studied about social media 

in the broader lives of scholars, such as how academics used blogs to develop their 

scholarly identities (Barbour & Marshall, 2012), or to disseminate their work and 

collaborate with colleagues (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012). These activities were 

termed “Networked Participatory Scholarship” by Veletsianos and Kimmons (2012) and 

discussed as outlets for academics to engage more openly with a broader range of 

colleagues and audiences outside their institutions and disciplines. Social media also 



33 

 

provide a new way for scholars to boost their metrics and gauge the impact of their work 

or reputations (Sugimoto et al., 2017). Academics are thus encouraged by their 

institutions and peers to be visible on these public platforms (Gruzd et al., 2012; 

Kieslinger, 2015). At the same time, the risks of social media exposure, whether to the 

individual scholar or the institution, have scarcely been investigated (Ahmad Kharman 

Shah et al., 2016). This problem area is prime for investigation, and particularly in light 

of more recent studies that found some scholars experience hostility and harassment on 

social media, including being monitored and targeted for their academic, personal, or 

political opinions (Ferber, 2017; Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 

2018). Some scholars have referred to this trend as “cancel culture” (Bouvier, 2020; 

Pilon, 2020); however, there were no empirical studies found to define this term or 

describe academics’ experiences of social media surveillance. 

In the last five years, limited studies have provided some understanding of how 

academics conceptualize social media audiences. Veletsianos and Shaw (2018) asked a 

small sample of scholars (n=16) to describe their own audiences on social media and 

found that most viewed them in familiar, like-minded, or otherwise friendly terms. 

Scholars also perceived clear distinctions between the audiences present on each social 

network site (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). For example, Facebook was seen 

as a place for communicating with personal connections whereas Twitter was often 

described as having a more professional audience. These findings are consistent with 

studies of non-academic users (e.g., Litt & Hargittai, 2016) who also conceptualized 

social media audiences based on the social norms associated with each site, and by 

incorporating some of the user’s own personality and expectations. 



34 

 

While academic social media users describe their social media audiences as if 

they are segregated by type and/or platform, Veletsianos and Shaw (2018) found that 

academics were also aware of overlapping audiences and considered it to be a problem 

requiring careful navigation. It should be noted, however, that in other studies at least 

some academic users appeared relatively unbothered by context collapse, and even to 

relish the blurring of social contexts (Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). As 

these studies were quite limited in number and sample sizes, it was still not known how 

common either perception of social media self-presentation is among academics.  

Academics’ social media self-presentation practices were examined in another 

study by Jordan (2020) who mapped the types of information disclosures that academics 

(n=198) shared on various social media platforms. The results showed that self-

presentations were indeed segregated according to social network site, but only to a 

degree. There was a notable overlap in disclosures made across social networks and 

audiences, and particularly on Twitter. Overlap was also observed in an analysis 

performed on academics’ social network data that illustrated how scholars’ Twitter 

networks were more diffuse and had more personal connections than their comparatively 

narrow networks elsewhere (Jordan, 2019b). These findings were consistent with other 

studies that demonstrated how social media users imagined their audiences to be smaller 

or less diverse than they actually were (Bernstein et al., 2013; Litt & Hargittai, 2016). 

Research on the risks of social media surveillance for academics is sparse, 

including how surveillance relates to politically motivated harassment (Honeycutt & 

Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Veletsianos et al. (2019) interviewed 

academic social media users (n=12), including tenured and tenure-track faculty ranging 
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from 36-71 years old, and found that political concerns prompted some to change or even 

cease their use of these technologies. The participants described being negatively affected 

by the hostile political discourse observed within their social networks. Actions taken to 

cope with these stressors included reducing exposure to social media and distancing from 

social connections observed to be “extreme” or “radical” in their online behaviors (p. 

1723; cf. Hampton et al., 2017). Results also indicate that academics withdrew from 

social media to curb their own hostile tendencies. As one tenured associate professor (age 

49) reported to Veletsianos et al. (2019), cutting back on social media was a reaction to 

having gone “a little bit, not a little bit, overboard” with political posts in the wake of the 

contentious 2016 presidential election in the United States (p. 1723).  

Social media use has also been observed to provoke online monitoring and 

harassment of scholars related to politically controversial research topics. Incidents of 

social media harassment are reported more often by women academics (Veletsianos, 

Houlden, et al., 2018; Vera-Gray, 2017; see also Cassidy et al., 2015). These studies, 

while limited in number and sample sizes, find that online harassment prompts scholars 

to adopt self-protective practices like avoiding social media or dropping a controversial 

research area, but also resistant behaviors like using social media to argue against 

harassers or collect research data on harassment through their own experiences.   

Additional research was needed to understand how academics manage self-

presentation relative to social media audiences, and particularly in terms of the 

surveillance that is enabled by social media technologies. Jordan (2020) suggested that 

future research examine how academics perceive and manage the problem of social 

media self-presentation in view of overlapping and potentially dissonant social media 
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audiences. Likewise, Veletsianos et al. (2019) raised the open question of how academics 

perceive unknown audiences present on social media—including their encounters with 

unanticipated audiences—and suggested future studies examine how this shapes scholars’ 

participation with social media. As little was known about how academics experience 

social media surveillance in general, or the threat of targeted harassment more 

specifically, Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018) called for new research to explore the 

nature and prevalence of this issue and suggest “the field will benefit from research that 

examines subpopulations of scholars targeted for harassment and make relevant 

recommendations” (p. 4703). Therefore, the present study contributes to this gap by 

investigating how academics in the United States describe their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

This research has potential applications for practice and policy in higher 

education. The results may assist those with academic careers to better understand the 

personal and professional risks associated with public use of social media, and 

particularly as recent studies suggested some academics had begun to deliberately merge 

their private and professional audiences on these platforms (Jordan & Weller, 2018b; 

Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). There are few studies addressing this overlap of identities 

and audiences for academics (Jordan, 2020), or the associated hostility and harassment 

that may be experienced as a result (Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018); 

however, there are ample media reports of so-called cancel culture, and some scholars 

have written articles decrying targeted harassment and surveillance from social media 

(e.g., Cain et al., 2019; Vera-Gray, 2017). The results of this study provide some of the 

first empirical descriptions of these experiences and trends in higher education. Lastly, 
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policymakers may benefit from a deeper understanding of academics’ personal 

experiences with online surveillance, as these incidents pose a risk to employees and 

institutions more broadly. There is a dearth of education literature on social media risks 

as compared to the attention this topic receives in other professional domains (Ahmad 

Kharman Shah et al., 2016). The results of this study can therefore assist institutions and 

policy advocates to better prepare and protect academics on social media. 

Theoretical Foundation 

This study sought to explore how academics in the United States describe their 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. It was therefore 

necessary to select a theory capable of framing imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 

2019) and individuals’ experiences with this phenomenon according to empirically 

supported psychological research. Moral reasoning theory (Kohlberg, 1963/2008; Rest et 

al., 1999) was selected because this framework appropriately captured the subjective 

perceptions of cultural norms, rules, and authority structures that are essential to 

surveillance studies as well as the decision-making process underlying self-presentation 

practices—e.g., to share or not to share. 

Prior research highlighted the contextual nature of privacy-related perceptions and 

practices with social media. Marwick and Boyd (2011) applied self-presentation theory 

(Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990) to analyze social media users’ disclosures on 

Twitter and uncovered an ongoing process of assessing social contexts and audience 

expectations that guided these practices. Their study has been widely cited (more than 

3,700 times at present) in a stream of research on social media self-presentation, 

including with adult populations (e.g., Hamby et al., 2018; Litt & Hargittai, 2016; Quinn 
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2014). The original authors noted more recently, however, that “social media has become 

part of a larger surveillant apparatus,” and that “surveillance may be more apt” to 

describe contemporary social media practices (Marwick et al., 2017, p. 11). A similar 

conclusion was made by other social media privacy researchers, as is noted in the 

following example. 

Quinn and Papacharissi (2018) applied a Uses and Gratification (U&G) 

framework—used in media research to understand the motivations and needs met by 

various media types (see Ruggiero, 2009)—to examine social media privacy practices of 

college students. They also found practices that were dependent on perceptions of social 

context, including perceived expectations of anticipated and imagined audiences. The 

authors concluded that social media privacy could not be understood without 

consideration of the surveillance that is enabled by these technologies. The following 

section will briefly define what is meant by surveillance in these studies and related 

work, and specifically the phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the context of 

imagined surveillance, before expanding on moral reasoning theory to guide the research 

questions of the present study. 

Social Media Self-Presentation in the Context of Imagined Surveillance 

(Phenomenon) 

The study of surveillance is essentially an investigation of power dynamics—it 

asks who the authorities or watchers are, what they expect, and what might happen to one 

who does not comply with the established norms. The field of surveillance studies takes 

as its foundation the philosophy of Foucault (1977/1995) who conceptualized 

surveillance as a technology of power (i.e., state, institutional, social) through which the 
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norms and rules of a culture are internalized by individuals to discipline behavior (see 

also, Behrent, 2013; Galič et al., 2017; Manokha, 2018). Since the rise of digital and 

social media technologies, surveillance has been discussed more broadly in terms of an 

assemblage of systems (e.g., government, corporate, social) that are loosely connected 

and able to collect and share data in ways unknown to individuals (Haggerty & Ericson, 

2000; Marwick, 2012). These systems are seen as collectively shaping the social norms, 

or “capillaries of power,” much as Foucault had described.  

Social media, according to Lyon (2017), contribute to a culture in which everyday 

people participate in their own surveillance by sharing personal information into the 

public domain as never before. Individuals now invite and initiate surveillance of 

themselves and others through social media and mobile devices, making surveillance not 

only a normalizing force but also a source of entertainment and personal empowerment 

(Albrechtslund, 2008; Koskela, 2004; Trottier, 2012). To understand the power dynamics 

of surveillance culture, Lyon (2017) stated that researchers must consider the interplay 

between surveillance perceptions and practices in everyday life. Perceptions of 

surveillance, or “surveillance imaginaries,” refers to “shared understandings about 

visibility in daily life, and in social relationships, expectations, and normative 

commitments” (p. 829). Surveillance practices, in turn, describes “both activities that 

relate to being surveilled (responsive) and also modes of engagement with surveillance 

(initiatory)” (p. 830, italics in the original). These two aspects—perceptions and 

practices—are inseparable and overlapping elements of contemporary surveillance. 

Duffy and Chan (2019) operationalized Lyon’s concept in the phenomenon, 

“imagined surveillance,” which was applied in their study of social media self-
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presentation in a higher education setting. The authors found that imagined surveillance 

profoundly influenced the self-presentations of university seniors and recent graduates 

and concluded that these students had learned to anticipate surveillance as part of an 

informal curriculum in the education system. The present study will similarly examine 

academics (e.g., faculty and scholars) in the United States describe their social media 

self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. Moral reasoning theory 

(Kohlberg, 1963/2008; Rest et al., 1999) was identified as the most appropriate 

theoretical foundation to frame this phenomenon and the research questions from a 

psychological perspective. 

Moral Reasoning Theory 

Moral reasoning theory is a psychological framework for understanding how 

people make sense of what is considered appropriate (i.e., morally just, normal, or 

expected) in a particular context and how this reasoning informs decision-making about 

behavior (Rest et al., 2000). Moral reasoning was therefore ideal to conceptualize the 

phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance, 

which was previously defined as perceptions about surveillance (i.e., audiences, 

authority, norms, risks) and how these relate to everyday practices of social media self-

presentation (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017). Moral reasoning theory began with the 

seminal work of Kohlberg (1963/2008) who devised a model to explain how people 

advanced through stages of moral reasoning ability ranging from self-interest to greater 

awareness of the social order and cooperation, and how these stages guided individual 

judgements in situations of moral dilemma.  



41 

 

Kohlberg’s theory was originally presented as a universal model of moral 

development (i.e., applied to all people and cultures at a macro level) that presupposed 

and prioritized certain philosophical principles of justice and fairness (Rest et al., 2000). 

Kohlberg had argued that universality was necessary to prevent the theory from being 

used to justify moral relativism (Thoma, 2014). Kohlberg’s concerns were emblematic of 

his era as he discussed the atrocities of Naziism and the emerging civil rights issues; 

however, Kohlberg’s insistence on moral universality resulted in much criticism of his 

work, including the claim that his approach was deductive rather than inductive (Rest et 

al., 2000). Moral reasoning theory was restructured in the 1980s and 90s as a cognitive 

framework by James Rest and colleagues that describes individuals’ perceptions (i.e., 

cognitions or schemes) of “common morality,” or the established norms and expectations 

of a specific cultural context (Rest et al., 1999). This cognitive framework, known as the 

neo-Kohlbergian approach, will be applied to the present study. 

Moral reasoning theory has been applied toward similar purposes in studies 

designed to understand perceptions of appropriateness and behavioral decision-making in 

various professional and academic communities. For example, McLeod-Sordjan (2014) 

used the neo-Kohlbergian approach as part of a study to interpret how professional ethics 

were understood by students in a nursing program. Pandey et al. (2018) likewise applied 

this framework to determine if mindfulness practices enhanced the moral reasoning of 

business school students. Vozzola and Higgins-D'Alessandro (2000) used moral 

reasoning theory to determine the situations in which college faculty went against the 

perceived norms of their institutions and appealed to personal conceptualizations of 

fairness when faced with hiring decisions. The present study applies this framework to 
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interpret similar judgements of cultural norms and decision-making among academics 

who use social media. 

Moral reasoning theory allowed the researcher to frame imagined surveillance 

according to its two, interrelated elements—surveillance perceptions and practices—as it 

relates to social media self-presentation for academics. This framework was used to form 

and interpret the following research questions: 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

Moral reasoning theory is explained below as it applies to the research questions. The 

focuses on imagined surveillance as it influences perceptions about social media self-

presentation was guided by the neo-Kohlbergian concept of common morality, which is 

addressed first. Next, the three moral schemas of the theoretical framework will be 

described as they provide a lens to interpret social media self-presentation practices. 

Finally, this section concludes with a brief discussion of the distinction between 

cognition and ideology (e.g., political or religious) that is important to this theory. 

Common Morality. The first research question (RQ1) asks academics describe 

the construction of social media self-presentations in the context of imagined 

surveillance. According to moral reasoning theory, this question is interpreted to ask 

about academics’ perceptions of the “common morality,” or individuals’ shared 

understanding of established norms, expectations, and power dynamics within an 

organization, community, or other distinct cultural contexts (Rest et al., 2000; Thoma, 
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2014). In the present case, the common morality concept is applied to understand how 

academics make sense of what is considered appropriate to say/do on social media, what 

is not, and who is empowered according to these standards within academia. 

In the neo-Kohlbergian framework of moral reasoning, it is “presupposed that 

different communities have a mix of common and unique experiences that frame the 

social construction of a moral perspective at any given time” (Thoma, 2014, p. 352). This 

approach focuses on how a person makes sense of his or her own experiences to 

conceptualize the shared moral understanding under which the community operates (Rest 

et al., 2000). Common morality is reflected in individuals’ perceptions of institutions, 

social systems and roles, including the “established practices, rules, and codes and their 

de facto authorities” (Narvaez & Bock, 2002, p. 305; cf. Foucault, 1977/1995). In this 

view, morality is socially constructed and indeed relative; however, a common morality 

is not necessarily accepted by all. It has won the support of the majority (or authority), 

but the “common morality is debated and scrutinized by members of the community and 

reflects an equilibrium between the ideals and the moral institutions of the community” 

(Rest et al., 2000, p. 385). These debates, such as the “ethical issues discussed by 

professionals,” are viewed as significant sources of insight into normative moral 

reasoning within the organization or social community (Thoma, 2014).  

Moral reasoning theory considers individuals’ descriptions of the common 

morality to reflect cognitive schemas. According to Rest et al. (2000), these schemas 

function as hypotheses or concepts “formed as people notice similarities and recurrences 

in experiences” and are activated by “stimulus configurations that resemble previous 

stimuli” (p. 389). In the present study, these patterns of perception are reflected in 
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academics’ descriptions of their experiences with imagined surveillance vis-à-vis social 

media. These descriptions are to be interpreted as hypotheses about the norms and 

expectations of social media self-presentation in academia (e.g., what one can/should be 

seen to post), the rules in place (e.g., how one should not be seen on social media), and 

the sources of authority/power (e.g., institutional or social) that are perceived to govern 

social media self-presentation for this community. 

Moral Schemas. Moral schemas are central to the neo-Kohlbergian model of 

moral reasoning. These cognitive patterns are analyzed to understand how moral thinking 

leads to action (Thoma, 2014). Kohlberg (1963/2008) first framed moral reasoning 

according to six developmental stages through which individuals progressed over the life 

course. These stages were modeled as a staircase up which moral thinking ascended from 

basic personal interests to conventional norms of society (e.g., rules and laws) and 

ultimately to post-conventional concerns of fairness, tolerance, and reciprocity at the 

highest level. The neo-Kohlbergian approach has consolidated these stages into three 

schemas: Personal Interest Schema, Maintaining Norms Schema, and Postconventional 

Schema (Rest et al., 1999; Narvaez & Bock, 2002; Thoma, 2014). These schemas are 

viewed as overlapping patterns of cognition, as opposed to Kohlberg’s developmental 

view that did not allow for regression to previous stages (Rest et al., 1999). 

The Personal Interest Schema (PIS) describes the most basic type of moral 

reasoning associated with Kohlberg’s lower stages of cognitive development. 

Considerations of the PIS are related to survival, personal advantage, individual needs or 

desires (Narvaez & Bock, 2002). The PIS is not concerned with macro-morality—that is, 

the cooperation or organization of the larger community are not factored into this way of 
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thinking (Rest et al., 1999). According to PIS reasoning, “A fair world is one in which I 

get what I want” (Narvaez & Bock, 2002, p. 305). Cognition in this schema may consider 

the needs of others to some degree, such as those to whom the individual has a personal 

affection; however, the overriding consideration of the PIS is the “personal stake the 

actor has in the consequences of an action” (Rest et al., 2000, p. 387). Cooperation, or 

attending to the needs of others, may be considered only as a temporary sacrifice if it is 

necessary to achieve the desired outcome. 

The Maintaining Norms Schema (MNS) develops in adolescence as PIS thinking 

is inadequate for navigating the social world. MNS thinking is society-wide in scope and 

considers the importance of order and cooperation among everyone in the community 

(Rest et al., 1999). The MNS schema therefore prioritizes the rules, roles, and authorities 

around which society is organized and reflects some understanding of political thought 

(Thoma, 2014). Maintaining Norms is associated with the stages of conventional thinking 

in Kohlberg’s original model. In the cognitive framework, the Maintaining Norms 

Schema has been defined by Rest et al. (2000) according to five elements: (1) a perceived 

need for generally accepted social norms to govern a collective, (2) norms must apply to 

all people in the society, (3) all norms are clear, categorical, and enforced as rules or 

laws, (4) every society member is expected to obey the norms, and (5) establishment of 

hierarchical role structures (parent-child, teacher-student, etc.), chains of command, 

authorities and/or duties. Reasoning in this schema “provides a sense of moral certainty” 

and “fuels the special zeal of conventional thinkers” (Rest et al., 2000, p. 388). Indeed, 

for the MNS, maintaining the established order defines morality. 
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The third and most advanced schema is the Post-conventional Schema (PCS). 

Postconventional thinking emphasizes shared ideals that are fully reciprocal, and open to 

debate and tests of logical consistency (Rest et al., 1999; Thoma, 2014). The PCS forms 

once the individual “has experiences, including the persuasive arguments of others, that 

necessitate thinking about a fair society more broadly” (Narvaez & Bock, 2002, p. 305). 

Education contributes to development of the postconventional schema. A recent meta-

analysis of moral reasoning studies found a significant positive correlation between 

academic ability and postconventional thinking (Corcoran et al., 2020). This was also 

noted by Thoma (2014) who stated that composite results after testing thousands of 

individuals with the Defining Issues Test (DIT; validated instrument to measure moral 

schema preference) indicated that 30%-50% of the variance in scores was attributable to 

the individual’s level of education from junior high to Ph.D. The relationship between 

higher-level moral cognition and education further suggests that Moral Reasoning Theory 

was a fitting framework for the present study of scholars and academics. 

Postconventional thinking is not tied to a particular moral philosophy or standard 

for what constitutes logical proof or equality, but rather the relative importance of these 

concepts as compared to conventional (MNS) thinking. As Rest et al. (2000) state, the 

main distinction between Maintaining Norms and Postconventional schemas is “how 

each attempts to establish a moral consensus: the strategy of the Maintaining Norms 

schema is to gain consensus by appealing to established practice and existing authority” 

whereas “the strategy of the Postconventional schema is to gain consensus by appealing 

to ideals and logical coherence” (p. 389). Table 2.1 contains a summary of the three 

moral schemas. 
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Table 2.1. 

 

Features of Moral Schemas 

Schema Features 

Personal-interest schema (PIS) Self-focused 

Personal stakes are primary 

Cooperation is negotiated, temporary 

Ingroup/personal relations focused 

Survival or personal advantage orientation 

Maintaining norms schema (MNS) Society-wide view 

Need for norms 

Universal application of norms 

Duty / authority orientation 

Post-conventional schema (PCS) Appeals to ideal(s) 

Sharable ideals 

Challenge norms of status quo 

Debate and scrutiny of ideals 

Full reciprocity 

Rights orientation 

Adapted from: Narvaez and Bock (2002); Rest et al. (1999, 2000) 

 

Schemas and Ideologies. This subsection briefly treats the distinction between 

moral schemas and ideologies. Seminal authors have addressed differences in these 

thinking patterns, and empirical studies have affirmed a distinction; however, these 

concepts may be confused in discussions of moral reasoning theory. The relationship 

between moral cognition and political ideologies is clarified next and followed by a brief 

discussion of personal beliefs (e.g., religious or philosophical) as they relate to moral 

reasoning about behavior. 

It is particularly important to the present study to distinguish between moral 

cognition and politics given that academics’ social media use can become politicized 

(Veletsianos et al., 2019). Rest et al. (2000) stated that while the Postconventional 

schema reflects a more advanced ethical sense, this cognitive distinction “is not the same 

thing as the distinction in political ideology between the right-wing and left-wing” (p. 
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389). Studies that have tested the relationship between moral schemas and political views 

found that individuals who rely on the Maintaining Norms schema (or conventional 

thinking) tend to endorse more conservative and/or religious political positions while 

those who prefer postconventional thinking tend to endorse liberal positions (Corcoran et 

al., 2020; Rest et al., 2000). Rest et al. (2000) noted, however, that “it is possible to be 

conventional left-wing (e.g., Political Correctness)” as well as “postconventional right-

wing,” such as libertarianism (p. 389). The distinction between conventional vs. 

postconventional reasoning is more analogous to authoritarian vs. tolerant with regard to 

enforcing the status quo (Emler et al., 2007; Narvaez et al., 1999). In some academic 

environments where liberals are overrepresented, for example, conservatives reported 

more hostility (i.e., authoritarian response) to opinions challenging a left-wing status quo 

(Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Inbar & Lammers, 2012). It is therefore essential to 

differentiate between individuals’ political preferences and the patterns of moral 

cognition that inform behaviors. 

Corcoran et al. (2020) determined in their meta-analyses of studies that religious 

beliefs had no significant relationship with moral reasoning, despite longstanding 

arguments that religion was linked with Maintaining Norms (conventional) thinking. 

Neither does Postconventional thinking predict a person’s social reputation for moral 

behavior, even as this schema is associated with virtues/values of justice, fairness, and 

reciprocity. Emler et al. (2007) conducted a unique study that contrasted individuals’ 

(n=117) moral reasoning scores with evaluations of their moral reputations that were 

provided by peers. The study found that people who scored higher in postconventional 

reasoning were not more likely to be viewed as morally responsible. On the contrary, the 
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authors concluded that “post-conventional reasoning is not associated with more virtuous 

conduct,” rather, “in the case of moral responsibility and respect for authority, a 

preference for conventional reasoning shows the stronger association with virtuous 

conduct” (p. 86). These findings highlight that moral reasoning schemas overlap and may 

be activated or take priority in different social scenarios. 

Review of the Literature 

A thorough review of the literature found the relationship between surveillance 

and social media self-presentation began with psychological and sociological research on 

privacy and self-presentation. The review then expanded to studies on how behaviors are 

shaped by surveillance and/or social media in various contexts, including in higher 

education. Review of quantitative and qualitative research published in peer-previewed 

journals and other scholarly texts identified three major themes under which the 

following chapter is organized: social media self-presentation, imagined surveillance, and 

scholars on social media. 

First, the review investigated social media self-presentation. Self-presentation 

refers to behaviors performed, consciously or unconsciously, to reveal or conceal 

elements of the self, or personality, to others. Much of the literature in communications 

and social media research has approached online self-presentation from the perspective of 

sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) who described everyday social interactions by using a 

metaphor of an actor playing a role on stage. From this perspective, the ability to assess 

one’s audience and control what information is presented—that is to say, maintain 

privacy—is an essential component of self-presentation (or impression management; 

Leary & Kowalski, 1990). It was therefore necessary to review studies on social media 
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privacy—so far as they provided a foundation for understanding the norms and 

demographic differences of online privacy—as well as literature on how social media 

disrupt privacy and thus complicate self-presentation (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Finally, 

the central role of audience in impression management is explored in greater detail. Focus 

was given to how social media users conceptualize an imagined audience (Litt & 

Hargittai, 2016) to which their self-presentations are performed. 

Next, the phenomenon of imagined surveillance was reviewed. Imagined 

surveillance was defined by Duffy and Chan (2019) as individuals’ impressions of who 

might be watching on social media (i.e., imagined audience) but also how the watchers 

might use the information they see and what consequences may result. This definition 

incorporates what are called imagined affordances (Nagy & Neff, 2015), which simply 

means a person’s subjective feelings about the uses of a technology, which may differ 

from how the technology is actually designed or intended to be used. Literature on the 

surveillance affordances of social media—that is, how people feel social media can be 

used to watch them and others—was therefore examined in this section. The influence of 

imagined surveillance on behavior, which is known as the “chilling effect” (Marder et al., 

2016; see also, Dolich, 1993), was then explored with a focus on studies that 

demonstrated how speech and self-presentation were shaped in compliance with 

imagined surveillance from social media in online and offline settings. 

Next, literature was reviewed on social media use by scholars in the context of 

higher education. The available data and research in this area revealed that social media 

are widely used among academics and that Twitter is particularly popular with this 

population (Costas et al., 2020; Jordan, 2019b; Lupton, 2014). Twitter and blogging were 
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significant to the practice of networked scholarship (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012) in 

which academics propagate their work and expertise on social media. The vast majority 

of published research, however, was concerned with social media applications for 

teaching and learning, with almost no coverage of associated risks (Ahmad Kharman 

Shah et al., 2016). This lacuna was surprising in light of a recent finding that academics 

overwhelmingly reported more problems than benefits with social media (Jordan & 

Weller, 2018a). A limited review of pedagogical studies was therefore included, but with 

attention to challenges indicated in these studies, including overlap of social contexts and 

audiences for instructors, and suggestions of imagined surveillance in the classroom.  

Finally, the literature review concludes with a review of methodology and 

instrumentation of studies similar to this project. Selection of a qualitative descriptive 

design was based on the need to understand the experience of surveillance, which is 

inherently subjective, but also numerous calls from privacy and surveillance scholars, as 

well as social psychologists, who have indicated a need for qualitative research on 

surveillance experiences related to social media and associated technologies (e.g., Ellis et 

al., 2016; Friesen et al., 2009; Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018; Quinn et al., 2019). A 

summary of the literature review is presented to demonstrate value of the present study. 

Social Media Self-Presentation 

This section will review the literature relevant to understanding how people 

engage in self-presentation vis-à-vis social media—that is to say, how people shape their 

speech and behavior when using these apps or in relation to other people who might use 

them. Many studies of social media self-presentation have relied on the conceptual model 

popularized by Erving Goffman (1959) which compared the individual to an actor on a 
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stage. From this perspective, self-presentation is a performance put on to impress the 

audience as the actor controls what the audience is shown about himself. Privacy, or the 

ability to maintain disclosure boundaries, is therefore a necessary component of self-

presentation (Petronio, 1991, 2010; Vinsel et al., 1980). For this reason, the section will 

begin with an examination of privacy studies that provide a foundation for understanding 

how privacy is viewed, accomplished, and disrupted in online settings. Privacy 

differences among demographic groups will be examined, and a general trend of privacy 

resignation—the sense of having given up on privacy—is highlighted in recent literature.  

The review will then turn to literature on self-presentation (also called 

“impression management,” Leary & Kowalski, 1990) in online settings, such as social 

network sites like Facebook or Twitter. First, a background on impression management is 

provided to explain the central role of audience and visibility in motivating self-

presentation behaviors. Next, literature related to “context collapse” (Davis & Jurgenson, 

2014; Marwick & Boyd, 2011) will be synthesized to explain how social media are 

designed to function as semi-public spaces, or “networked publics” (Marwick & Boyd, 

2014), that complicate and disrupt self-presentation strategies. The strategy of 

conceptualizing an “imagined audience” (Litt & Hargittai, 2016) is then reviewed in 

detail to demonstrate how social media users perceive audiences in abstract and often 

limited terms. Imagined audience is related to the over-sharing and interpersonal conflict 

associated with social media, as well as the strategy of “personal branding” (Whitmer, 

2020) in which users cater their online personas to a specific imagined audience. 

Finally, the remainder and bulk of this section is focused on reviewing social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance, which is the phenomenon 
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of interest for the present study. “Imagined surveillance” refers to how individuals 

perceive the scrutiny that could take place over their social media activities and how this 

informs social media practices like self-presentation in response to potential risks or 

outcomes of this visibility (Duffy & Chan, 2019). Literature on social media user 

behaviors is synthesized to explain how the surveillance capabilities of social media are 

conceptualized. Then, evidence is provided for an imagined surveillance “chilling effect” 

(cf. Dolich, 1993) on speech and behavior—i.e., self-censorship and/or increased 

impression management—that has been observed in studies of social media self-

presentation. This subsection will also review recent evidence that the chilling effect of 

social media surveillance extends to offline settings (Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 

2016). Finally, while resistance to social media surveillance is said to be difficult, 

literature on practices such as obfuscation and the use of anonymous or “fake” social 

media accounts is reviewed (Curlew, 2019; Ross, 2019; Xiao et al., 2020), as these 

strategies may prove relevant to the present study. The section will conclude with a 

summary and synthesis of major themes in the literature areas of privacy, self-

presentation, and imagined surveillance, as they relate to the present study of social 

media self-presentation. 

Privacy and Social Media. Privacy is understood in psychology, as well as in 

communications, as individual control and negotiation of boundaries around personal 

disclosures to regulate access to information about the self (Petronio, 1991, 2010; Vinsel 

et al., 1980). In the United States, privacy was legally defined in similar terms by Warren 

and Brandeis (1890) who wrote of privacy as the right to withdraw from public in order 

to protect information about one’s “inviolate personality” (p. 205). Many studies have 
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found that most people still conceptualize privacy in these terms of individual boundary 

control, and this perspective “appears hegemonically ingrained in individuals by the time 

they reach their 20s” (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019, p. 16). However, challenges to 

individual privacy management posed by social media, and changing norms and attitudes 

about online privacy, were described in a number of recent studies (e.g., Adorjan & 

Ricciardelli, 2019; Elueze & Quan-Haase, 2018; Marwick et al., 2017; Marwick & 

Hargittai, 2019). A complete review of privacy literature is outside the scope of the 

present study; however, this section presents a synthesis of recent privacy research that is 

necessary for understanding privacy as it relates to social media self-presentation.  

First, online privacy attitudes and behaviors of Internet users will be reviewed, 

including differences known to exist between demographics of socioeconomic status 

(SES), age, and sex. Then, the theme of privacy resignation, which emerged in recent 

literature and across demographic groups, will then be explored as evidence of changing 

social norms around privacy that relate to anticipation and acceptance of social media 

surveillance. The section will conclude with a summary of privacy as it relates to social 

media self-presentation. 

Privacy and SNS. Most people, regardless of demographics, define social media 

privacy in terms of maintenance or disruption of social boundaries. Quinn et al. (2019) 

analyzed the written descriptions of privacy provided by more than 600 adult social 

media users (mean age = 47.8 years, SD = 16.7) and found the vast majority 

conceptualized social media privacy as a matter of horizontal (i.e., peer-to-peer or social) 

surveillance. A minority of respondents, who the authors classified as “elites” (defined as 

Caucasian, older, and with higher education), were more likely to frame privacy in terms 
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of institutional (i.e., vertical) surveillance. While socioeconomic status (SES) alone did 

not predict whether one viewed privacy as social vs. institutional, SES does predict the 

types of privacy-protective actions taken by social media users.  

Social media users with a higher SES were more likely to utilize extraordinary 

measures to protect their online privacy. These measures included using software such as 

virtual private networks (VPN) or Web browser security plugins that require greater 

understanding of technical processes and the financial resources to purchase (Quinn & 

Papacharissi, 2018). This finding suggests, as Quinn and Papacharissi (2018) concluded, 

that privacy has become a luxury item (see also Papacharissi, 2010). Their conclusion is 

contradicted, however, by other studies that did not find greater knowledge and financial 

resources to be strong predictors of privacy behaviors (Barth et al., 2019; Williams et al., 

2017). Williams et al. (2017) found, for example, that individuals who were highly 

knowledgeable about the privacy and data collection risks of Internet-connected devices 

were actually less hesitant to purchase and use these items than those who were had 

lesser knowledge about the risks. Barth et al. (2019) had similar results with graduate 

students in computer science program who were asked to choose between either 

downloading a free mobile app that lacked privacy protection or purchasing one with 

advanced privacy protection. Although the students were provided the funds (10 euro) to 

purchase the app with enhanced privacy, these relatively elite and tech-savvy users chose 

the low-privacy app and instead kept the money. 

Privacy and Sex Differences. Studies have consistently found sex differences in 

privacy attitudes as well as privacy-related behaviors online and on social media. Women 

are more likely to value online privacy (Schomakers et al., 2018) and three times as likely 
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to frame privacy in terms of horizontal, social boundaries (Quinn et al., 2019). While 

males engage more often in basic technical behaviors, such as adjusting the privacy 

settings on the web browser, installing advertisement-blocking software, or investigating 

the privacy of a website before entering personal information (all of which reflect vertical 

privacy concerns), while women are more likely to use the privacy features of social 

media apps (e.g., Facebook settings) to restrict access to their profiles for specific people 

or groups (Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018). Again, these findings reflected the greater 

attention to social boundaries reported among women social media users. 

Women also use social media in larger numbers than men. A Pew survey of U.S. 

Internet users found that 86% of women use Facebook compared to 75% of men 

(Greenwood et al., 2016). A similar difference is found for those Internet users that have 

joined Instagram (38% of women vs. 26% of men), while Twitter users are balanced 

according to sex (Greenwood et al., 2016). Research has also indicated sex differences in 

how privacy is experienced on social media. For example, women are significantly more 

likely to characterize social media privacy breaches as harassment incidents (Smith & 

Duggan, 2018). Some women who experience online harassment or privacy violations 

respond by restricting or deleting their profiles, or censoring subsequent disclosures 

(Pitcan, et al., 2018; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Vitak et al., 2017). It is not clear 

from the literature, however, whether women are more often targeted for harassment on 

social media or if incidents of online harassment involving women are reported and 

studied more frequently than those involving men. 

Privacy and Age Differences. Social media privacy is also perceived differently 

by age and generation. Much online privacy research has focused on the views and 
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behaviors of millennials, or so-called “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) who have grown 

up accustomed to using Internet technologies. Studies have consistently found that 

younger users express lower expectations of privacy and disclose more personal 

information online (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Kezer et al., 2016; Marwick & 

Hargittai, 2019; Millham & Atkin, 2018). Younger people also use social media more 

frequently, access more social information (i.e., engage in more voyeurism), and have 

larger social networks than older users (Kezer et al., 2016; Van den Broeck et al., 2015). 

A decline in public disclosures of personal information was found between younger 

adults (i.e., Millennials) and middle adults (i.e., Generation X) which suggested that 

motivation for public self-presentation begins to decline in the general adult population at 

midlife; however, middle adults were less likely than younger groups to manage their 

privacy settings (e.g., restrict content to separate audiences) on social media (Van den 

Broeck et al., 2015). Mature adults also expressed more concern for the privacy of other 

people (Kezer et al., 2016). Heightened privacy concerns of adult groups may decline as 

older generations become more accustomed to new technologies and privacy risks, as 

was suggested by an analysis of U.S. survey data collected from 1982 to 2005 (Regan et 

al., 2013). This shift was also suggested in recent studies with older social media users 

that are covered below. 

Baby Boomers and older generations are more concerned about privacy risks of 

online technologies (Bietz et al., 2019; Jiang et al., 2016; Kezer et al., 2016). Greater 

privacy concerns, as well as limited technical skills, are the most significant barriers to 

social media use for older adults (Quan-Haase et al., 2018; Schreurs et al., 2017; Yuan et 

al., 2016). Despite these factors, adoption of digital technologies, including social media, 
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is rising among older adults (Anderson & Perrin, 2017). Elueze and Quan-Haase (2018) 

provided a more nuanced view of privacy for older adults by conducting interviews 

(n=101) with Internet users over age 65. They reported that only a small minority (13%) 

of their participants expressed highly restrictive privacy views. The majority of the 

seniors were described as pragmatic about online privacy (57%), including those who 

held relaxed opinions (42%), while some were marginally concerned (25%) about online 

privacy (see also, Quan-Haase et al., 2018). These findings challenged popular opinion 

that most older people are highly concerned or protective about online privacy. 

Privacy Resignation. There was a reoccurring theme of resignation—

ambivalence, low-expectations, or cynicism—that ran through recent privacy literature 

and across demographics. For example, older adults (65+) expressed the view that 

nothing can be done to protect privacy online (Elueze & Quan-Haase, 2018) as did 

younger users who were found to be apathetic about even attempting to manage their 

online disclosures (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Hargittai & Marwick, 2016). Hamby et 

al. (2018) reported similar statements among the rural people in Appalachia who 

expressed strong resentment toward the encroachment of technology into their lives and 

culture but nonetheless reluctantly adopted the technologies. In lower-income 

neighborhoods of New York City, a group of young adults expressed having “nothing to 

lose,” and that they “don’t give a shit” that their private information was visible online 

(Marwick et al, 2017, p. 9). U.S. college students as well as Canadian teens likewise told 

researchers they had “nothing to hide” from social media (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; 

Marwick & Hargittai, 2019) By this phrase they meant “you shouldn’t really expect to 

have privacy in general” (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019, p. 16) because privacy invasions 
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are “inevitable” (Marwick & Hargittai, 2019, p. 10), so one might as well share without 

reservation. It should be noted, however, that Adorjan and Ricciardelli (2019) observed 

these users invested significant effort into choosing what to share about themselves on 

social media, even as they claimed to have nothing to hide—a dynamic the authors 

dubbed a new dimension of the privacy paradox. 

The literature suggests broad awareness that tech companies collect social media 

users’ personal data, preferences, and habits. The appearance of targeted advertising on 

social media is taken as evidence—and disturbing proof—of this activity (Lupton & 

Michael, 2017; Stuart & Levine, 2017; Tucker, et al., 2012). Many people believe there is 

collusion between corporations, governments, and technology companies to collect and 

use personal data in unknown ways (McEwan & Flood, 2018). Pereira et al. (2017) 

conducted a survey with U.S. adults across Millennial, Generation X, and Baby Boomer 

generations (n=1310; mean age=36, SD=12) and found the majority (63%) felt they had 

little or no control over the privacy of information they shared online. The assumption 

that surveillance is already widespread and entrenched in society was cited by some users 

as justification for excusing invasive data collection practices (Fulton & Kibby, 2017; 

Stuart & Levine, 2017). In a large survey of U.S. adults, Xie et al. (2019) found that 

social media users who believed they had little to no control over their privacy were less 

likely to try protecting their personal information. These findings suggest that privacy 

resignation is also related to a willingness to share personal information online. 

In summary, privacy studies have found that most social media users are 

concerned with horizontal (i.e., social) privacy boundaries. However, women, older 

people, and more affluent people have generally higher levels of privacy concern than 
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males, younger people, and those of lower-SES (Kezer et al., 2016; Schomakers et al., 

2018; Smith et al., 2011; Quinn et al., 2019; Van den Broeck et al., 2015). Widespread 

adoption and reliance on social media apps have contributed to a trend of privacy 

resignation as people across demographic groups have told researchers that they no 

longer think privacy is possible with social media. 

Self-Presentation on Social Media. Self-presentation, or impression 

management (these terms are used interchangeably), refers to behaviors performed to 

influence how one is evaluated by an audience in a particular social context (Goffman, 

1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990). This section will review literature necessary for 

understanding how self-presentation is motivated and accomplished, and how social 

media complicate self-presentation strategies and increase motivation for impression 

management. First, a brief background on impression management is provided to 

highlight central importance of the audience in shaping self-presentation behaviors. 

Literature is then reviewed to highlight how social media are designed in ways that cause 

these platforms to function as semi-public spaces characterized as “networked publics” 

(Marwick & Boyd, 2011, 2014). The remainder and bulk of the section is then dedicated 

to a synthesis of recent literature on how social media users conceptualize online 

audiences— or their “imagined audience” (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). The section concludes 

with a summary of key concepts for understanding social media self-presentation. 

Self-Presentation and Audiences. The motivation to engage in impression 

management is determined by how one assesses the audience in each setting. Audiences 

are evaluated on two related factors: audience standards and audience value (Leary & 

Kowalski, 1990). Audience standards describes how firm or strict an audience is 
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perceived to be in their beliefs about appropriate behavior. An audience with high-

standards might be the congregation at one’s church service whereas one’s weekend 

drinking buddies are likely to be a lower-standards audience. Audience value, on the 

other hand, refers to the perceived importance of pleasing a particular audience, usually 

determined by the economic or social rewards the audience can provide (Leary & 

Kowalski, 1990). Together, these factors determine the audience strength, or the extent to 

which an audience influences self-presentation. 

Self-presentation behaviors were grouped into two general categories: audience-

pleasing and self-construction. Audience-pleasing self-presentations are variable, and 

may be sincere or manipulative, as they are guided by the standards of the audience and 

aimed toward a social goal (Baumeister, 1982). In this sense, audience-pleasing is not 

limited to making positive impressions—one may also want to be viewed as intimidating 

or vulnerable if such appearances achieve the desired outcome. Self-presentations for 

self-construction are more stable and less consciously goal-directed, such as the use of 

autobiographical narratives to create or maintain a general impression of oneself across 

many audiences and situations (Baumeister, 1982; Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Wortham, 

2000). Self-construction occurs as individuals internalize the values of a dominant 

audience to which they habitually appeal, and these self-presentations become 

unconscious and automatic in time. 

Inability to separate audiences and social contexts leads to self-presentation 

predicaments in which one’s public image comes under threat, and this motivates 

behaviors to reduce negative impression (or project a positive image). Cognitive 

psychologists have associated this type of social predicament with an increase in public-
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self-awareness (or public-self-consciousness), which was increased by the presence of an 

observer—e.g., people or cameras—and prompted individuals to behave in ways they 

perceived as consistent with social norms (Fenigstein et al, 1975; Froming et al., 1982; 

Govern & Marsch, 2001). Recent studies found that public-self-awareness was also 

increased when social media were brought to mind in offline settings (Lavertu et al., 

2020) and awareness of public-self was positively correlated with the motivation to 

impress others on Facebook (Lee & Jang, 2019). These findings suggested that merely 

thinking about social media prompts an awareness of being in public. 

Social Media as Semi-Public Spaces. Self-presentation is complicated on social 

media because these apps are designed to disrupt social boundaries and merge audiences, 

which causes them to function as semi-public spaces. Social network sites (SNS), for 

example, are built according to the design logic of databases (Van Dijck & Poell, 2013), 

which means that each entry is persistent, replicable, searchable, and scalable (Marwick 

& Boyd, 2011). Stated in simpler terms, messages posted to Facebook, Twitter, and other 

SNS are automatically recorded and archived in the system (i.e., persistent). They are 

easily copied and shared (i.e., replicated)—and this is encouraged by SNS features like 

the “share” button on Facebook and the retweet function on Twitter. Social media content 

is also easily retrieved (i.e., searchable) using internal and external search engines (e.g., 

Google), or simply by direct perusal of the records on a person’s social media page. 

Lastly, social media content can become visible to more people than originally intended 

(i.e., scalable) making it difficult to predict the exact audience or social context for 

disclosures made on social media. Together, these design aspects of social media produce 

a phenomenon called context collapse (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014; Marwick & Boyd, 
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2011). Context collapse disrupts self-presentation strategies, which, as discussed 

previously, are based on assessment of audience and social context. 

Context collapse, or the inability to gauge where and how one’s social media 

communications will be received, has prompted some scholars to suggest social media 

can be considered neither private nor public spaces. Social media are “publicly private" 

because users can determine to some degree how their social networks are arranged, but 

they are also “privately public" in that users make connections with many different 

people and must therefore be relatively private in terms of disclosure (Lange, 2007). 

Marwick and Boyd (2011) examined the self-presentation strategies of Twitter users 

(n=249) with larger followings and found that context collapse produced strategies of 

addressing a “networked audience” that “consists of real and potential viewers for digital 

content that exist within a larger social graph” (p. 16). In other words, the authors found 

that networked audiences possessed both the ambiguity of broadcast media, where one is 

not aware of who may be watching, and the familiarity of personal communication. 

Networked audiences present a continuous self-presentation predicament because social 

media users must accept that their messages will be viewed by relatively few people most 

of the time, but sometimes many more. Marwick and Boyd (2014) concluded that social 

media are better understood as “networked publics” (p. 1052). This term means that these 

platforms link audiences in such a way that publicity becomes variable. 

Social Media and the Public Sphere. Networked publics should be distinguished 

from notions of the public sphere. Though some scholars have made arguments for 

viewing the Internet as a digital public sphere in the tradition of Habermas (e.g., 

Rasmussen, 2014), communications in networked public often depart from the rational 
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discourse associated with his conceptualization of public debate. Kruse et al. (2018) 

provided empirical support for this distinction by interviewing adult social media uses 

(n=29) about public discourse on these platforms. Their participants, who were evenly 

divided among Generation X and Millennial age groups, said the dynamics of social 

media (i.e., context collapse) caused them to actively avoid debate by withholding 

controversial topics and political ideas. The authors identified three key reasons for this 

avoidance: fear of online harassment and workplace surveillance, restricted engagement 

to only likeminded political groups, and using social media to present only happy 

content. Generation X users, the authors noted, were somewhat less concerned about the 

potential for interpersonal conflict over political statements on social media.  Both groups 

were observed to avoid debate except “when it could be virtually guaranteed that others 

would agree with them” (Kruse et al., 2018, p.77). Indeed, this seemed the very opposite 

of the public square. 

Digital Dualism. Social media users often attempt to navigate the semi-public 

spaces of social media by presenting a partial, superficial, or even fictional version of 

themselves. This distinction between the “real” self and the online persona is a fallacy 

known as digital dualism (Jurgenson, 2012) and a reoccurring theme in the literature. 

Digital dualism was observed in the practice of displaying different identity expressions 

across various social media platforms (Duffy et al., 2017; Jordan, 2020; Quinn, 2014; 

Scolere et al., 2018; Van Dijck, 2013; Zhao et al., 2016). Users also created multiple 

accounts on the same platform (e.g., two different Facebook profiles) to separate 

audiences and identities (Ryan et al., 2020; Vickery, 2015). Duffy and Chan (2019) 

reported on the prevalence of this strategy among college students, which was 
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summarized by a participant who described using multiple social media in a way that 

“together you would get a pretty good image of me, but if you were to see one, there’s 

not a lot of cohesion” (p. 129). This statement highlights the awareness of separate 

identity performances that are characteristic of digital dualism. 

Digital dualism was found to drive adoption of new social media platforms. For 

example, teens were early adopters of Instagram and Snapchat in part because these 

platforms offered spaces out of sight to their parents who were joining Facebook in 

greater numbers (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Marwick & Boyd, 2014). As one 

teenager told Adorjan and Ricciardelli, “Snapchat is like where I present myself, like my 

real self” (p. 18). Digital dualism was also associated some users’ belief that the 

depictions of people on social media are distorted, incomplete, or untrustworthy 

(Pangrazio, 2019; Trottier, 2012). This belief was taken by some as a reason for having 

little sympathy when privacy or conflict occurred over personal disclosures, since the 

other parties “only had themselves to blame” for sharing the information in the first place 

(Trottier, 2012, p. 328; also, Hamby et al., 2018; Marwick et al., 2017; Pitcan et al., 

2018). In this regard, digital dualism is also linked with privacy resignation. 

There was some confusion produced by digital dualism, however, as some users 

mistook the actual self for the idealized identity they wanted to present on social media. 

For example, a recent study that examined regrettable social media posts made by college 

students (n=302) found the majority (55.2%) of these posts were regretted because they 

were said to not reflect who the person “really” was (Stern, 2015). The depictions of 

drinking, partying, personal complaints, and negative comments about other people were, 
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of course, real incidents in these individuals’ lives, though they were not consistent with 

the personas they had been working to craft for public view. 

Imagined Audiences. It is difficult to accurately assess the audience(s) present on 

social media due to the features of networked publics and context collapse described 

above. Without a clear audience, social media users instead conceptualize an imagined 

audience that they picture observing their activities on social media (Marwick & Boyd, 

2011; Litt & Hargittai, 2016). The notion of imagined audience traces back to fields such 

as writing, media, and marketing (e.g., Lin, 2001; Ong, 1975). In these contexts, an 

audience is generally understood as a constructed concept based on the individual 

perceptions of the writer, speaker, content producer, etc. In writing, for example, where 

the specific details about the reader are unknown, the author must instead rely on 

imagination to fill in the gaps about the audience (Ong, 1975). The next section will 

examine in detail how social media users conceptualize their imagined audiences, 

including abstract audiences, and the predicaments that can arise from misalignment of 

the imagined audience and actual audience. The popular practice of personal branding 

(Whitmer, 2020) is then briefly reviewed as this is a strategy of social media-self-

presentation that is directed toward the imagined audience. 

Social Media and Imagined Audience. The social media imagined audience was 

based on a combination of environmental and individual personality factors (Litt, 2012; 

Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Environmental factors are the structural and social characteristics 

of SNS or social media apps that were observed by the user. Users conceived of certain 

demographic and social norms that included ages, locations, and lifestyle qualities most 

relevant to the people assembled on each social media platform (Scolere et al., 2018). 
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The types of followers or friends one had connected with, and the qualities of those most 

visible through their responses—i.e., those who post “likes” and comments—were taken 

as evidence for the imagined audience (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Scolere et al., 2018). 

These clues combined with the brand messaging of the social media platform itself—i.e., 

the language the social media app used to describe itself and its functions—created the 

impression of how a particular social media is to be used.  

Individuals understood the nature and use of a social media technology by 

considering not only what they saw on their own information feeds but how an app made 

them feel more generally. Ryan et al. (2020) found, for example, that midcareer and 

senior professionals were able to easily identify Facebook as a social network intended 

for personal friends and family, while LinkedIn was described as a network for managing 

professional connections. Other SNS, such as Twitter, were more difficult to distinguish 

as the environmental clues were mixed (Jordan, 2020; Ryan et al., 2020; Veletsianos & 

Shaw, 2018). Personality factors and motivations of the individual user then filled out the 

imagined audience concept where environmental evidence was lacking.  

The most detailed data on how social media imagined audiences are formed was 

reported in a longitudinal study by Litt and Hargittai (2016) who examined social media 

users’ actual social media messages and conducted follow-up interviews to investigate 

the thought processes and intended audiences for selected messages. The study sample (n 

= 118) included men (42%) and women (58%) with an age range of 19-75 years (M=36, 

SD=14). The investigators found that participants had specific audiences in mind for less 

than half (48.3%) of the social media posts they examined. When users did imagine a 

target audience, these were most often personal ties (70%), such as a specific family 
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member (e.g., “my cousin”), and the broader network of connections linked to the user 

were not mentioned as having been in mind at the time. A minority of target audiences 

did reflect communal connections (e.g., local sports fans) and professional ties; however, 

Litt and Hargittai (2016) observed that many of the target groupings overlapped (e.g., 

“fellow runners and my Boston friends”). In sum, when imagined audiences were 

targeted, most reflected those people the user wanted to see the post and expected to 

appreciate the content (see also, Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). A critical 

audience, on the other hand, was imagined on relatively few occasions. 

Abstract Imagined Audiences. Social media users envision that abstract 

audiences are observing their posts more often than targeted or specific audiences. Litt 

and Hargittai (2016) found that the majority (51.7%) of the messages examined in their 

study were made without a clear audience in mind. Their findings also revealed that the 

imagined audience was not a stable construct as users alternated between addressing 

various target audiences and abstract audiences. Most of the participants (88%) had 

shifted to thinking about an abstract audience at least once during the study. As the 

authors observed, “When people thought about an abstract imagined audience, it was 

typically at times when they had an ‘urge’ to share something, however they were not 

focused on nor did they always care with whom they shared” (Litt & Hargittai, 2016, p. 

6). Abstract audiences were salient when people said they were “thinking out loud,” or 

“wearing my heart on my sleeve,” and wanting to “just put it up [there]” for “whoever 

came across it” (p. 7). These statements were reminiscent of the “quasi-therapeutic” style 

of blogging observed by Brake (2012), who found that bloggers wrote about personal 

topics as they “appeared to conceive of unanticipated or unknown readers as likely to be 
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sympathetic” (p. 1070). In addition to imagining entirely abstract audiences, Litt and 

Hargittai (2016) found some users also addressed “phantasmal” audiences, or “people or 

entities with whom they had an illusory relationship” (p. 6). Phantasmal audiences 

included celebrities, politicians, brands, and others that were unlikely to respond but were 

nonetheless part of the imagined audience. 

Misalignment of Imagined Audience. Imagined audiences, whether abstract or 

specific, were often perceived as much smaller and more homogenous than the actual 

audience capable of viewing a user’s communications. Bernstein et al. (2013) found that 

a majority of social media users dramatically underestimated their audiences with a 

median guess of just 27% of the true audience size. Social media audiences also include 

artificial intelligence, such as the algorithms that sort and distribute content on these sites 

(Bucher, 2017; Beer, 2009). Algorithms determine who will be shown each post, and 

which connections and topics will be most visible while using the technology (Rader & 

Gray, 2015). DeVito et al. (2018) found that people did not have an understanding of how 

social media algorithms work and formed their own “folk theories” about how and why 

information appears in their SNS feeds. Misconceptions about audience size or platform 

functionality contribute to misalignment between the imagined and actual audiences.   

Audience misalignment contributed to the social awkwardness and interpersonal 

conflict that has been associated with social media. Some researchers have referred to 

these incidents of audience overlap as turbulence (Litt & Hargittai, 2014). Turbulence 

between audiences had psychological as well as emotional consequences, such as the 

embarrassment of disclosing too much information, getting into arguments with friends 

or family members, or losing a job (Stern, 2015; Tufecki, 201). A survey of young adults 
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found that more than a third had experienced audience turbulence on social media, with 

no statistical difference in sex, race, or socioeconomic background for those who 

encountered these issues (Litt & Hargittai, 2014). The same survey found that the people 

who reported more concern about privacy and impression management had actually 

experienced more turbulence.  

Encounters with unimagined audiences, such as in cases of turbulence, was 

related to a vague sense or concern of the public that was not fully accounted for when 

users described their imagined audiences (Boyd, 2008; Marwick & Boyd, 2011; 

Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). Salience of invisible audiences was found to increase 

privacy management on Facebook and prompt more ambiguity in the content that users 

shared—a practice known as “vague-booking” (Child & Starcher, 2016). According to 

Litt and Hargittai (2016), the conceptualization of an abstract audience may be a 

“strategy people use in an effort to appease and/or avoid trouble from their potentially 

broad and diverse audiences” (p. 8). In this way, abstract imagined audiences can become 

the primary audience for social media self-presentation, as in the practice called personal 

branding, which is described next. 

Personal Branding. The popular trend of personal branding is an example of 

social media self-presentation that is aimed at pleasing the imagined audience. Personal 

branding, simply stated, encourages the selling of oneself—that is, using social media to 

craft a visible and appealing image of oneself that is marketable or hirable (Scolere et al., 

2018; Whitmer, 2020). Studies of personal branding have found it to be a widely 

understood and adopted practice, particularly among those in creative industries and 

freelance work (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Duffy et al., 2017; Scolere et al., 2018; Vallas & 
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Christin, 2018; Whitmer, 2020). Personal branding is often taught, formally or 

informally, at universities and through corporate and professional training, as well as 

encouraged in popular media. 

Personal branding efforts, when successful, can result in some level of celebrity. 

Individuals who establish a sizable audience are known as social media “influencers” or 

“Instafamous” (Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2019; Khamis et al., 2017). Influencers can 

earn a significant income from their social media activities, even though most of the labor 

involved in personal branding is not directly compensated (Duffy, 2015; Scolere et al., 

2018; Whitmer, 2020). The guiding principle of personal branding is authenticity—a 

personal branding term that ironically means the carefully crafted appearance of a real 

and relatable person (Duffy & Hund, 2019; Whitmer, 2020). Performing authenticity on 

social media requires individuals to decide "what is worth being seen and at what price," 

which is an "inherently practical and political" calculation (Brighenti, 2007, p. 327).  

Studies of people that practiced personal branding found the stated goals of 

visibility and authenticity frequently came into conflict. The same social media tools and 

techniques that made visibility possible also threatened to expose too much information 

about the work and market forces behind the production of authenticity (McRae, 2017). 

When the veil is pierced, audiences reacted as if the personal brands “no longer seemed 

unique, but like corporate shills" (Whitmer, 2020, p. 14). The tension between visibility 

and authenticity is intensified for professionals who have come to rely on their personal 

brand to generate work opportunities and income (Pagis & Ailson, 2017; Scolere et al, 

2018). As Whitmer (2020) observed of professional bloggers: 
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…when individuals attempted to seem relatable, it threatened to discredit the idea 

that they lived an idealized, aspirational lifestyle worth following; and when 

bloggers shared access to themselves in the form of backstage information or 

direct contact with readers, they risked presenting themselves in a way which was 

inconsistent with audience expectations. (p. 14) 

That same was true for professional Instagrammers who were found to constantly 

"toe the line between visibility and vulnerability" (p. 4983) in their attempts to balance 

between accusations of "too real" and "not real enough" (Duffy & Hund, 2019, p.4996). 

It is this effort to toe the line and to live out a personal brand—online as well as offline—

is reflected in the concept of “imagined surveillance,” which is the phenomenon central 

to this study and discussed in detail in the next section. 

Conclusions on Social Media Self-Presentation. Like all forms of impression 

management, social media self-presentation is shaped by perceptions of the audience that 

is watching at the time. However, social media technologies are designed in ways that 

disrupt privacy, collapse social contexts and merge audiences at the moment of 

communication, and also over time, and this complicates self-presentation (Marwick & 

Boyd, 2011). Social media are therefore considered semi-public spaces, or networked 

publics, where one must expect some visibility to unintended audiences (Lange, 2007; 

Marwick & Boyd, 2014). As a result, there is a trend of privacy cynicism and resignation 

that has been observed across demographic groups (Elueze & Quan-Haase, 2018; 

Marwick et al., 2017). Social media users have told researchers they have “nothing to 

hide”—a statement that suggests as sense of being watched while using social media 

(Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Marwick & Hargittai, 2019). It was found that social 
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media users conceptualized an “imagined audience” that is most often abstract, too 

narrow, and unstable over time (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Nonetheless, social media users 

who express having nothing to hide also describe elaborate measures for crafting their 

social media self-presentations. 

Since an accurate assessment of social media audiences is difficult, or perhaps 

impossible, social media users conceptualize an imagined audience, which is often 

abstract and narrower than the actual audience (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Imagined 

audience is a self-presentation strategy that responds to the ambiguity of social media 

audiences. Misalignment between the imagined and actual audiences leads to self-

presentation predicaments that may be embarrassing and prompt social conflict. Some 

social media users therefore shape their social media self-presentations toward pleasing a 

specific imagined audience, often the audience perceived as strongest (i.e., most 

important to please), such as in the practice of personal branding (Whitmer, 2020). These 

practices are often aimed at presenting a version of the self that is pleasing to observers 

with the power to provide some level of economic or social gain. 

Imagined Surveillance 

The phenomenon of imagined surveillance refers to how individuals perceive the 

potential scrutiny that their social media may receive and how this in turn shapes their 

social media practices. This concept was described in a study by Duffy and Chan (2019) 

as the interplay between the imagined audience (as discussed previously, see Marwick & 

Boyd, 2011; Litt & Hargittai, 2016) and the imagined affordances of social media—

which is a term that simply means how a person thinks and feels about the potential uses 

of these technologies (Nagy & Neff, 2015). Imagined surveillance, then, is not only about 
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who could be watching, but how one imagines social media could be used to watch 

and/or act on what is seen (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017). Like all surveillance, this 

differs from notions of privacy in that there is a consideration of external power able to 

transgress individual privacy boundaries in unknown ways.  

To understand imagined surveillance, it is necessary to first understand the 

surveillance elements inherent in social media technologies. This subsection therefore 

begins with discussion of social media surveillance—actual and imagined—as described 

in the literature. Second, the chilling effect of imagined surveillance is reviewed—that is, 

how social media surveillance influences social media self-presentation. Third, evidence 

for an extended chilling effect is presented which suggest that imagined surveillance from 

social media is relevant to self-presentation behaviors that take place in offline settings. 

Finally, literature on some common strategies for resisting imagined surveillance is 

reviewed. The section will then close with a summary of imagined surveillance as it 

relates to social media self-presentation. 

Social Media Surveillance. Surveillance is an essential component of social 

media—that is to say, watching and being watched are the basic functions that social 

media apps provide (Tippet, 2020; Trottier, 2012).  A number of studies found that the 

surveillance capabilities of social media were a significant motivation for using these 

apps—often described as wanting to browse what other people shared about themselves 

(Karahanna et al., 2018) or implied with colloquial phrases like “keeping up with” or 

“staying connected with” friends and family (Ellison et al., 2007; Joinson, 2008; Quinn, 

2016; Whiting & Williams, 2013). The desire to engage in social media surveillance—

and perhaps the addictive quality of these features—is also an underlying factor in the 
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Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) phenomenon. This term was used in the literature to 

describe anxiety experienced when social media users were separated from their apps and 

mobile devices, even for short periods of time (Dempsey et al., 2019; Przybylski et al., 

2013). Social media users told researchers that FoMO felt like being cut off from peers 

and important information (Marwick & Hargittai, 2019; Trottier, 2012), and like losing 

the ability to gauge “how life is going” (Pangrazio, 2019, p. 323). The utility and appeal 

of the surveillance features of social media were evident in these descriptions. 

Normalization of Social Media Surveillance. Social media, and the surveillance 

associated with them, were also perceived as a required or necessary part of life (Adorjan 

& Ricciardelli, 2019; Marwick & Hargittai, 2019; Pangrazio, 2019). In other words, 

opting out of social media was not a real option without putting oneself at some 

disadvantage—often because social media visibility was linked to attainment of career 

opportunities and upward mobility (Marwick et al., 2017; Micheli et al., 2018). In 

addition, not using social media was assumed to appear odd or elusive to other people 

(Lincoln & Robards, 2017). To avoid social media surveillance would also lead to 

inconveniences in daily life, since common tasks are increasingly linked with social 

network sites (Marwick & Hargittai, 2019). Shopping, for example, involves product 

discovery through social media, including in the local economy of service professionals, 

garage sales, and handmade crafts. In these cases, users must not only comply with some 

level of participation and visibility on social media to discover and access these products, 

but often leverage the surveillance and monitoring capabilities themselves to follow or 

track vendors’ work and services they may want in the future.  
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Monitoring oneself was also a reoccurring theme associated with the social media 

surveillance, such as when people became aware that information about themselves was 

already on social media platforms without their direct involvement (Lutz & Hoffmann, 

2017). This occurred, for example, when non-users received emails from Facebook or 

other SNS alerting them that they had been mentioned by someone else. Similarly, non-

users received marketing emails from SNS listing “people you may know” on the site 

(Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). These events were experienced by the hesitant or non-user 

as “being participated” on social media against their will (Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017, p. 

883). In such cases, people become curious or concerned about what people said about 

them (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017; Pangrazio, 2019). Some 

who disliked and attempted to discontinue social media use reported returning because it 

was necessary to monitor mentions or images of themselves shared by others (Trottier, 

2012). Employers also compelled their employees to have profiles on LinkedIn, as this 

was considered to “enhance the public image of a workplace or corporation by 

showcasing ideal employee behavior while simultaneously providing an instrument for 

employee monitoring” (Van Dijck, 2013, p. 209).  

The social and cultural pressures to use social media, to monitor others, and to 

monitor one’s own visibility, are parts of what Ellis et al. (2013) referred to as the 

“affective atmosphere” of surveillance produced by these technologies. This term 

describes the “complex and ambiguous” sense of visibility that is “ever-present and yet 

absent” in daily life (Ellis et al., 2013, p. 718). White and Le Cornu (2011) also noted the 

sense of presence—of visibility or connection with online others—experienced after time 

spent on social media. 
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Social Media Surveillance Practices. Researchers and social media users often 

described social media as affording a power to surveil and sort other people. Fulton and 

Kibby (2017) observed that millennials not only “accept that surveillance is going to 

occur, but they also accept that they have the right to watch others” (p. 196). Marwick et 

al. (2017) found that their study participants imagined that social media gave them 

surveillance powers and “this language—a watcher, a spy, a ghost—wove its way 

throughout our interviews” (p. 6). Pangrazio (2019) also found that the ability to know 

what other people were doing was experienced as a “sense of omniscience and control” 

(p. 7). Such control was exercised in the activities known as “creeping” and “stalking” 

which meant to look through a person’s social media history in order to make a 

judgement about the kind of person they are (Gangneux, 2019; Standlee, 2019). Creeping 

allowed social media users to engage in social sorting not only of their online connections 

but also when choosing offline relationships such as dates and roommates (Gangneux, 

2019; Standlee, 2019). Actively digging around in someone’s digital backyard was not 

always seen as socially acceptable; however, users admitted this was a regular part of 

social media use that was often passive, as when aimlessly scrolling through social media 

apps (Gangneux, 2019) —an activity known as “Facebooking.” 

Social media surveillance capabilities were also implied the practice of users who 

“unfriended” or “unfollowed” certain connections in order to interrupt their own ability to 

watch that person. This was done, for example, when a friend or family member began 

sharing emotional content that was bothersome to see (Lincoln & Robards, 2017). Kruse 

et al. (2018) found this practice of “unfriending” was done to avoid seeing political 

expressions of others with whom they might disagree. Examples like these highlighted 
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the ease with which surveillance was expected to take place on social network sites and 

the casual stance many users had toward the surveillance capabilities of these apps (see 

also, Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Fulton & Kibby, 2017; Pangrazio, 2019). At the same 

time, as Trottier (2012) noted, individuals were generally more conservative about the 

information they would want shared about themselves as compared to how much 

information they would seek out from others. 

Chilling Effect of Surveillance. In the United States, online surveillance has 

gained more attention in recent decades, and particularly since the highly publicized leaks 

of classified information by Edward Snowden. These reports revealed the surveillance 

practices of the National Security Agency and other Western intelligence agencies that 

are capable of mining vast amounts of private communications data collected from 

everyday citizens (Lyon, 2007; Russell & Waisbord, 2017). Awareness of government 

surveillance has been observed to produce a chilling effect (Dolich, 1993) on speech and 

behavior. This term was originally used to mean the curtailing of legally protected speech 

but is now commonly applied to any behavioral changes made to conform with the 

perceived expectations of a surveillant audience (Manokha, 2018, see also Marder et al., 

2016). A number of studies have found evidence that anticipation of online surveillance 

produces a chilling effect, including changes in Internet use patterns. 

In their recent study of Internet search activity, for example, Matthews and 

Tucker (2017) found that Internet users’ Google search patterns changed following the 

Snowden revelations, with fewer searches conducted for terms that might be flagged by 

spy agencies. Penney (2016) found a similar decline in Wikipedia traffic for articles 

covering potentially sensitive topics. In a survey of U.S. social media users, Hampton et 
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al. (2017) found that 86% said they were willing to discuss government surveillance in an 

offline setting, but only 42% would discuss the topic on social media. After the Snowden 

story broke, journalists also reported that their confidential sources were hesitant to 

provide sensitive information to the press (Lashmar, 2017). Stoycheff et al. (2019) 

determined that concerns over surveillance also chilled the online political speech of 

social media users in the United States, which included self-censoring by Muslims in the 

U.S. (a political minority group) as well as in the general population. 

Surveillance has a chilling effect on behavior as well as speech. This effect is part 

of the rationale behind the use of surveillance cameras as a crime deterrence measure for 

businesses, homes, and in public places. Pierce et al. (2015) observed the chilling effect 

when they studied theft and sales data for 392 restaurants and found that surveillance 

monitoring led not only to a reduction in theft but also an increase in employee 

productivity under surveillance. The increase in employees’ performance was evidence 

that surveillance had not only a chilling effect but also a “warming effect” (Lavertu et al., 

2020) by encouraging behaviors that are prosocial, or conformed to social norms. Police 

body cameras were also found to reduce force used by officers in a similar way (Sandhu, 

2016). A recent meta-analysis of studies (n=117) found a small but significant correlation 

between observability and prosocial behavior (Bradley et al., 2018). The types of 

prosocial behaviors increased by surveillance included charitable donations (Enzle and 

Harvey, 1977; Lavertu et al, 2020; Powell et al., 2012), voter turnout (Panagopoulos, 

2014), and providing assistance to strangers (Bereczkei, et al., 2007). These studies 

collectively demonstrate the broad and varied impact of imagined surveillance on 

everyday behavior. 
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Social Media and the Chilling Effect. Social media, like other forms of 

surveillance, also have a chilling effect on self-presentation. People with larger social 

networks (i.e., more “friends” or “followers”) shared more content on social media (Gil-

Lopez et al., 2018; Vitak, 2012) but were also more likely to engage in impression 

management (Archer-Brown et al., 2018). These findings indicated that visibility to 

diverse audiences prompted more self-censorship to prevent negative evaluations and/or 

social consequences. As Trottier (2012) found when studying social media surveillance, 

“Knowing they were being watched and knowing the extent to which they would watch 

others compelled respondents to monitor their online presence for content that they 

believed others would find objectionable” (p. 324).  

The “lowest common denominator effect” (LCDE) is another strategy associated 

with the chilling effect and was defined as sharing only content and opinions that were 

perceived as non-offensive in the broadest social context (Marwick & Boyd, 2011, p. 11). 

LCDE was also described as presenting a “generic” (Quinn, 2014) or “vanilla self” 

(Pitcan et al., 2018), and reflected in the common wisdom that one should not share 

anything “you wouldn’t want your mother to read” (Quinn, 2014). The self-scrutiny and 

censorship users apply is qualitatively more nuanced and complex than these phrases 

suggest. Social media self-presentation is also chilled through activities like “vague-

booking,” or posting updates that are purposely written to be vague (Child & Starcher, 

2016), or using symbols, or emoji, to communicate basic emotions (Marder et al., 2020). 

Sharing memes, which are humorous mixtures of image and text that circulate widely 

across social media (Baym, 1995), also affords a level of vagueness—even when a meme 

is somewhat controversial—because the image and/or opinion expressed does not 
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originate with the user who shares it and his reasons for posting a meme may be 

deliberately left unclear.  

Retroactive Self-Censorship on Social Media. Self-censoring was observed not 

only at the moment of communication (as in previous studies on public-self-

consciousness; Froming et al., 1982) but also retroactively applied to past self-

presentations that remain visible and accessible (Lincoln & Robards, 2017). Rather than 

performing like an actor on a stage, as Goffman (1959) described, social media self-

presentations were compared to the individual acting as “curator” of an exhibition 

(Hogan, 2010). Items in the collection were carefully selected for what they represented 

and communicated about the subject, and with the expectation that a variety of audiences 

would be passing through the gallery over time. The work of the curator was to update 

and revise the exhibition—a project that Lincoln and Robards (2017) called “editing” the 

social media self. Editing activities included removing or un-tagging oneself from photos 

shared by other people (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Trottier, 2012) and deleting or revising 

older posts that no longer supported the self-presentation the person wished to make 

(Lincoln & Robards, 2017). This work to “renovate” the social media self was also 

described as “‘streamlining’ and ‘clearing up’ or moving away from ‘messy’ spaces” 

(Lincoln & Robards, 2016, p. 939).  

Retroactively self-censoring social media self-presentation was found to be a 

widespread behavior. In a study of content shared by 3.9 million Facebook users, 71% of 

users were found to have self-censored by editing at least one post during the 17-day 

period of observation (Das & Kramer, 2013). Likewise, as many as 50% of public posts 

shared on Instagram are later deleted (Tinati et al., 2017). Content analysis of Twitter 
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messages, or tweets, also revealed that many deleted tweets contained words indicating 

negative sentiments (Zhou et al., 2016). As Lincoln and Robards observed, these users 

likely made revisions of their social media self-presentations that were “informed by 

reflecting on who the space is for, and what the space represents" (Lincoln & Robards, 

2016, p. 939). Kruse et al. (2018) likewise noted that adult social media users perceived 

that only happy content was appropriate to share online. 

Political Speech and Social Media. The chilling effect was also observed in the 

avoidance of political topics on social media, as some users expressed fears of not being 

“politically correct” (Pitcan et al., 2018, p. 170) or making their political views known by 

others (Kruse et al., 2018; Pangrazio, 2019; Marder, 2018; Stuart & Levine, 2017). 

Stoycheff et al. (2019) found, for example, that awareness of social media surveillance 

prompted users in the United States to withhold their online political speech, and this was 

observed for users who were Muslim (a sociopolitical minority group) and in the general 

population. Marder (2018) also found that users with diverse audiences avoided “liking” 

(i.e., clicking the “like” button on) political posts or social media pages supporting 

politicians. This finding highlighted how likes, which are visible to others, were also 

considered “micro-acts” of self-presentation (Micheli et al., 2018, p. 7).  

Kruse et al. (2018) conducted a qualitative study with Millennial and Generation 

X adults and found their participants intentionally avoided political speech on social 

media. Members of both age cohorts stated they avoided political self-presentations on 

social media because they feared surveillance which they “worried could result in 

interpersonal conflict and loss of job opportunities” (p. 71). These adults described social 

media as a space prone to hostility and rudeness, particularly around politics. Generation 
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Xers were especially prone to limit not only their speech but their associations on social 

media to only politically likeminded others—a practice the authors described this as 

creating an environment where one could “preach to the choir rather than encounter 

differences of opinion” (p. 73). Millennials also told the researchers that they avoided 

political speech by posting vague and funny content that would not be likely to trigger 

any negative emotions among their social media audiences. 

Socioeconomic Factors of the Chilling Effect. Reflexivity about class status, 

upward mobility, employability, professional competence, and other socioeconomic 

factors were reoccurring themes in the empirical literature about social media self-

presentation and self-censorship (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Marwick et al., 2017; Micheli, 

2016; Pitcan et al., 2018; Scolere et al., 2018; Whitmer, 2020). Perceptions of social class 

influenced the choice of social media apps people used, as certain SNS were viewed as 

appealing to certain classes of people (Brock, 2012; Lenhart, et al., 2015). Users also 

described social pressures to “like” things—e.g., products, brands, or pictures of a 

friend’s new hairstyle—on social media (Lupton, 2014 Pangrazio, 2019), and concerns 

about social class and sorting informed decisions about the personal preferences, tastes, 

and hobbies they were willing to reveal through these activities (Hamby et al., 2018; 

Marwick et al., 2017; Micheli, 2016, Pitcan et al., 2018). Micheli (2016) found that 

middle-class students contrasted their social media self-presentations against those of 

lower-income peers and judged the items shared by the lower-income group to be 

frivolous and excessive. As one study participant told Marwick et al. (2017), he avoided 

sharing his interests in professional wrestling and hunting because he feared these things 

would “seem unprofessional” (p. 6). Such concerns about vertical, socioeconomic power 
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dynamics reflect, according to Kruse et al. (2018), an “awareness that not all entities have 

equal power online, and thus individuals must pull back from fully expressing themselves 

in that space” (p. 73). 

A related and rather interesting theme in the literature was the contrasting 

opinions held by socioeconomic groups regarding the norms of social media self-

presentation. Pitcan et al. (2018) reported that some of their lower-SES participants 

believed that caring about the social and moral judgements of social media audiences was 

the lot of the under-privileged who were less able to say, “screw it” and “do whatever he 

or she wants” on social media (p. 171). This view was contradicted by Duffy and Chan 

(2019), however, who found that students and recent graduates of an elite university 

worried about similar judgments, and the surveillance they imagined from hiring 

managers and other institutional sources profoundly shaped their social media self-

presentations. It was evident from the literature that, regardless of social class or 

“privilege,” social media were perceived to function as part of a social “food chain” 

where “those at the top of the chain have more power and control” (Pangrazio, 2019, p. 

12). People under the gaze of social media—as with other forms of surveillance—

therefore choose between compliance and resistance. 

Extended Social Media Self-Presentation. There is some evidence in the 

literature that imagined surveillance from social media shapes self-presentation behaviors 

in offline settings where individuals are not themselves using the technologies. Trottier 

(2012) noted in his investigation of social media surveillance that participants discussed 

not behaving in ways that could be photographed and posted online. Recently, two more 

studies have provided additional confirmation of Trottier’s observation, and further 
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implicated mobile devices equipped with cameras in this extended chilling effect 

(Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016). Additionally, Hampton et al. (2017) have 

found that social knowledge gained through social media surveillance shapes offline self-

presentation. The findings of these three studies are briefly covered below. 

Marder, Joinson, Shankar, and Houghton (2016) conducted two studies that 

investigated the extended chilling effect of social media. In their first study, the authors 

interviewed university students (n=28) in the United Kingdom. These participants 

described changing their behaviors in social settings out of concern for how they might 

be portrayed on social media. Behavior changes often occurred “just before a photo is 

taken” when students realized that “if the photo was to appear online, it would portray an 

image that would be discrepant from the standards of their online audiences” (p. 586). 

Students were concerns about being seen drinking, smoking, or using drugs, as well as 

appearing with individuals who might make their romantic partners jealous. The students 

also reported learning to avoid photos entirely, and also occasions where they had 

pleaded with other people to delete a photo, or to promise “no Facebook” (p. 586).  

In their second study Marder, Joinson, Shankar, and Houghton (2016) presented a 

fictional consumer research survey to students (n=80) at the same UK university. The 

materials depicted travel opportunities similar to spring break destinations. The 

researchers found that those students who were primed by seeing Facebook travel photos 

of other “students” were less likely to say they would themselves take such a trip. The 

authors concluded, “awareness that offline behavior will be captured and communicated 

to online audiences is the critical factor underpinning the extended chilling effect” (p. 

585-586). These findings also indicate that social media serve as a salient audience 
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sufficient to act as a prerequisite for impression management (cf. Goffman, 1959; Leary 

& Kowalski, 1990). These studies provide evidence that behaviors are curbed to avoid 

negative impressions, however social media can also motivate the performance of 

behaviors that will be positively evaluated. 

In a demonstration of the social media warming effect on self-presentation 

behavior, Lavertu et al. (2020) demonstrated that the mere presence of friend with a 

mobile phone camera may be enough to motivate prosocial behavior. In one test, for 

example, survey participants (n =197) were presented with vignettes raising awareness 

about a charitable cause. Participants primed with vignettes that mentioned being 

accompanied by a friend who had been taking photos for Facebook earlier that day were 

more likely give to the charity than those who had not been thinking about social media. 

This finding is consistent with others that suggest charitable giving in an online setting is 

motivated by visibility to an audience (Choi & Seo, 2017; Cox et al., 2018). Lavertu et al. 

(2020) conclude that “membership of SNS is profoundly intertwined with the knowledge 

that information about our offline activities may be communicated online, and that the 

thought of displeasing ‘imagined audiences’ alters our ‘real-life’ behavior” (p. 589). 

Knowledge gained by one’s own use of social media also produced a type of 

chilling effect on speech and self-presentation. Analysis of a large telephone survey of 

U.S. adult users of Facebook and Twitter (n=1,060) found a negative relationship 

between social media use and the willingness to discuss political issues in community 

meetings, at the workplace, and when socializing in person with friends (Hampton et al., 

2017). The authors compared their findings to the “spiral of silence” theory (Noelle-

Neumann, 1974) which suggests that being aware of the political opinions held by the 
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people one knows impedes one’s willingness to engage in political discussion. It is 

possible, then, that the political knowledge obtained by social surveillance while using 

social media results in a similar effect in in offline social settings. 

Resistance to Imagined Surveillance. Resistance is an intentional practice that 

opposes or undermines a power differential (Hollander & Einwohner, 2004) such as the 

disciplinary power of surveillance. As social media are increasingly embedded in 

professional, information-gathering, civil, and social activities, it is difficult—perhaps 

impossible in some cases—for people to avoid social media entirely (Marwick et al., 

2017; Micheli et al., 2018; Ryan, et al. 2020). In the case of social media surveillance, 

while some people refuse or withdraw from social media use (Aloudat et al., 2019), 

resistant practices frequently operate in parallel to some level of adoption and compliance 

(Vallas & Christin, 2018). These practices include methods of obfuscation and anonymity 

that are presented next. 

Resistance, as Collinson (2003) noted, may come in the form of strategic 

compliance, including the performance of a dramaturgical self (cf. Goffman, 1959), in 

addition to those who resist by eschewing the logic and demands surveillance power 

outright. Obfuscation is a strategy to resist imagined surveillance by exploiting the 

established rules of social media surveillance, such as norms encouraging use of a real 

name (i.e., legal name) to identify one’s social media profiles. Social media users can 

obfuscate by adjusting their names to reflect some alteration of their real names—i.e., 

using one’s first and middle name, rather than the last name—thus making the profile 

difficult to find or identify except by those with home one chooses to connect (Duffy & 

Chan, 2019; Lincoln & Robards, 2017). This type of social media self-presentation 
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strategy is therefore compliant to some extent with the organizing logic of social media 

use, particularly within the gaze of the friends and family connected and aware of the 

user’s true identity. The self-presentation falls short, however, of fully embracing a 

conformist identity like those described in the previous section on personal branding, 

Some users engage in obfuscation by exploiting the social media affordance for 

digital dualism (cf. Jurgenson, 2012) to maintain both a semi-anonymous profile and a 

real-name profile where an idealized social media self-presentation is showcased for 

public view (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Ryan et al., 2020). Ryan et al. (2020) found, for 

example, that some career professionals made strategic postings to their public-facing 

LinkedIn profiles in this manner. College students can likewise project studiousness on 

their real-name profile pages while engaging more freely with friends on a different 

platform (Duffy & Chan, 2019). Other methods of obfuscating include entering false 

location information—i.e., listing a nearby city rather than one’s actual town—or using 

false email addresses to avoid data collection and unsolicited email messages (Quinn, 

2014). In their study of Rural Appalachia, Hamby et al. (2018) reported that their 

participants entered false information and even claimed to be members of law 

enforcement or FBI to ward off “scammers” (p. 1258). The defiant self-reliance of rural 

Americans notwithstanding, many people are likely to take a less confrontational 

approach to resisting imagined surveillance. 

The use of anonymous or “fake” social media profiles allows people to engage 

with social media and its information-sharing features while remaining outside the gaze 

of social media surveillance. This practice is reminiscent of earlier periods in Internet 

culture where the use of real names was not the norm and was typically discouraged by 
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online safety experts (Cirucci, 2015; Raynes-Goldie, 2010). For example, today’s 

Finstas—i.e., fake Instagram—are comparable to the trend of Fakesters that emerged 

nearly two decades ago on an early social network site called Friendster. As they were 

described around that time: 

Fakester Profiles were viewed as artistic creations; their creators spending 

numerous hours crafting engaging Profiles meant to inspire and entertain. 

Appreciative users surfed the network in a treasure-hunt fashion seeking out 

amusing Fakesters and linking to them, either because they could identify with the 

representation or because they wanted to share particular Fakesters with Friends. 

(Boyd & Heer, 2006, p. 5) 

Finstas and other pseudonymous social media accounts are used in many of the 

same ways. The anonymity they provide allows people to share content that is perceived 

to be politically incorrect or socially risky (McGregor & Li, 2019). Negative emotions 

that are perceived as unwelcome expressions according to the norms of social media 

(Waterloo et al., 2018) can be freely shared using a fake account (Curlew, 2019; Ross, 

2019; Xiao et al., 2020), as can guilty confessions for which users can create a fake 

account that can be deleted after the cathartic disclosure is made (Yang & Huang, 2019). 

Fake accounts are not only used by teens and young adults, but also older adults who 

prefer to “be somebody else” rather than concern themselves with privacy (Quinn, 2014). 

Fake social media accounts allow users to engage in a form of exhibitionism that is 

empowering in its refusal to be humble or private about the information they access and 

share (Koskela, 2004). These unabashed performances of self are "not a negation of 

privacy but an attempt to reclaim some control over the externalization of information,” 
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and to be understood as acts of “resistance against the surreptitious modes of profiling, 

categorization and identity definition” enabled by online technologies (Dholakia and 

Zwick, 2001, p. 13). In other words, the reality of social media surveillance is that, 

ironically, users may act more themselves when using fake profiles than when posting 

under their real names.   

Conclusions on Imagined Surveillance. Widespread adoption of social media 

contributes to an ambient sense of surveillance, which extends even to offline settings, 

and this is captured in the phenomenon of imagined surveillance. This term should not be 

taken to mean imaginary surveillance, however, as imagined surveillance refers to 

perceptions of visibility that may indeed be real and are not necessarily unwelcomed. 

Like all forms of surveillance, social media enable monitoring, evaluation, and social 

sorting; however, unlike other forms of surveillance, some of these capabilities are made 

available to the individual social media user (Marwick, 2012; Marwick et al., 2017; 

Micheli, 2016; Gangneux, 2019; Standlee, 2019). Imagined surveillance of this sort is 

suggested in the reasons people use social media (Ellison et al., 2007; Fulton & Kibby, 

2017; Karahanna et al., 2018; Tippet, 2020), but also the reasons they withdraw or restrict 

self-presentations made on these apps (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Marder, 2018). Some users 

respond to imagined surveillance by limiting or chilling their speech and self-

presentations to what is perceived to be acceptable for the widest or strictest possible 

audience (Hogan, 2010; Lincoln & Robards, 2017; Marwick & Boyd, 2011). In this 



91 

 

sense, imagined surveillance on social media is, like all surveillance, associated with 

power dynamics, or the rewards and risks of compliance and resistance. 

The chilling effect is also observed in offline settings—or “in real life.” As people 

become concerned with how they might be viewed and judged by unknown audiences if 

some information about them is shared to social media by someone else (Lavertu et al., 

2020; Marder et al., 2016). Total avoidance of social media surveillance is difficult as 

they are embedded in many everyday tasks (Marwick & Hargittai, 2019). However, some 

people take measures to resist imagined surveillance, such as creating anonymized or 

“fake” social media profiles to make unrestrained self-presentations (McGregor & Li, 

2019; Xiao et al., 2020). Lastly, and of key significance to the present study, social media 

self-presentation is not limited to those individuals who adopt social media or use them in 

certain ways. Since perceptions of social media audiences extend to “real life,” one does 

not need to be a social media user at all to make a social media self-presentation. 

Academics’ Use of Social Media 

Academics, like other people, use social media for a variety of personal, social, 

and professional reasons. Social media use in higher education is often presented in 

academic publications as positive and full of possibilities, though these views are 

frequently based in optimism and opinion rather than empirical evidence. Most of the 

research related to social media in academia has focused on their use in teaching and 

learning, and these studies have indeed found some benefits. There is comparatively little 

research on how scholars use social media in their broader lives, and these limited studies 

have indicated significant challenges regarding overlapping audiences and conflicting 

self-presentations for academics. This section will first review the extant literature on 
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academic uses for social media, including motivations and applications for their 

professional practice. Research themes related to the problems and risks experienced by 

academic social media users will be highlighted. Then, a limited set of studies on 

scholars’ personal social media use will be reviewed to understand what information is 

known about social media self-presentation for academics. Lastly, special focus is given 

to emerging themes of academics’ performance of public identities on social media, 

including the recent trend known as Academic Twitter, which may be associated with the 

trends of social media hostility and harassment in higher education. 

Academic Uses of Social Media. Social media are used by large number of 

scholars and others working within academic institutions. Survey data has indicated that 

the majority of scholars use at least some social media (Moran et al., 2011; Van Noorden, 

2014). A recent survey of academics (n=528) representing 385 institutions, mainly in the 

United Kingdom (55%) and North America (20%), found that mainstream SNS (e.g., 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) were used more often by academics than sites like 

ResearchGate that are specialized for academic audiences (Jordan, 2019b). The same 

survey found the most popular academically oriented SNS among scholars were 

ResearchGate and Academic.edu. The humanities and social sciences are overrepresented 

among academic social media users, as are professional studies such as communications, 

computer science, and information studies (Costas et al., 2020; Jordan, 2019b; Ke et al., 

2016). Natural and physical sciences, and mathematics, are among the under-represented 

disciplines on social media.  

Twitter is inordinately popular among scholars. Lupton (2014) surveyed a group 

of academics (n=711) and found that 90% reported using Twitter for professional 
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purposes, which was higher than any other social media platform. Twitter is used by 

scholars across the disciplinary spectrum, and women academics were found to be more 

represented on Twitter than in traditional outlets for scholarly publishing (Ke et al., 

2016). Men, however, were found to be slightly more likely than women to use Twitter 

(Costas et al., 2020). In a large-scale study matching scholars listed on academic 

databases with their publicly accessible Twitter accounts, it was observed that more than 

40% of the scholars active on Twitter were affiliated with institutions in the United States 

(Costas et al., 2020). The same over-representation of social sciences and lack of hard 

sciences was also observed for Twitter (Costas et al., 2020; Ke et al., 2016). Additional 

information about scholarly use of Twitter is addressed below in the section covering 

Academic Twitter. 

The literature has described several professional and personal motivations for 

academics’ social media use. These motivators will be described next, followed the 

benefits or purposes for which scholars have used social media, including in teaching and 

for engagement with other academic colleagues across disciplinary and institutional 

boundaries. There is a lack of research on the risks or problems of social media specific 

to academic users, though some issues have emerged in the literature and are also 

presented below. 

Motivations for Academic Social Media Use. Scholars are encouraged by their 

institutions and peers to use social media. Interview studies with academics found that 

social pressure was a top reason why faculty began using social media (Gruzd et al., 

2012; Kieslinger, 2015). Faculty perceived that their institutions wanted them to be 

visible and active online (Gruzd et al., 2012). Awareness of colleagues who were active 
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and receiving attention on social media was also a motivator as some academics 

described concern that their voices and interests would go unnoticed if they did not also 

join the social media conversation (Kieslinger, 2015). Conferences and professional 

development sessions have likewise repeated a refrain that academics “should care about 

the future of social media” and their possibilities for teaching and research (Scialdone, 

Rotolo, & Snyder, 2011, p. 514). Academic media cite similar benefits to having an 

online presence (Lowenthal et al., 2016). Using social media to attract news media 

attention is especially encouraged by administrators to enhance the reputations of their 

institutions (Mewburn & Thomson, 2013). In a recent survey, however, only 24% of 

academics (n=198) reported any formal requirement or recognition from their institutions 

that social media use was expected as part of their jobs (Jordan, 2020). Social media use 

by academics is mainly a motivated by their own initiative and innovation. 

Teaching and Learning Uses. Faculty have also implemented social media into 

their teaching practices in support of student learning, and this has been a popular area of 

research over the last decade. As many as 90% of faculty have used at least one social 

media tool (e.g., Facebook, YouTube, blogs) for instructional purposes (Moran et al., 

2011). Blogs, for example, have been found to support learning by increasing students’ 

engagement with the course material and sense of ownership of their written 

contributions (Hindley & Clughen, 2018). A recent review of peer-reviewed studies 

found that Twitter has been of particular interest and use as a pedagogical tool for faculty 

(Malik et al., 2019). Twitter has been studied most often as an enhancement to classroom 

communication, and in some instances as a means of assessment (Tang & Hew, 2017). A 

complete review of social media use in teaching and learning would go beyond the scope 
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of the present study. There are, however, some relevant connections to the topic of 

academics’ social media self-presentation and imagined surveillance.  

Small and Rotolo (2012) described a classroom teaching method that used Twitter 

to create a backchannel discussion—a real-time online conversation between students, 

instructor, and others—that was displayed at all times in the lecture hall (p. 35). The 

Twitter discussion, which generated hundreds of individual messages (i.e., tweets) per 

hour, was also publicly visible on Twitter and frequently attracted broader participation 

from students not enrolled in the course, members of the general public, and subject 

matter experts who contributed spontaneously to the discussion. This application of 

Twitter produced an online community that was salient to students and the instructor 

even outside of class and between semesters (cf. Ellis et al., 2013; White & Le Cornu, 

2011). While their visibility to each other and the outside world enhanced students’ 

motivation to participate, their awareness that this visibility could lead to unintended 

exposure was also salient in the classroom (cf. Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016). 

This concern was evidenced by a practice of declaring “Do not tweet!” or “DNT” before 

sensitive subjects were raised (Small & Rotolo, 2012, p. 42). Such a practice, which 

emerged organically, highlighted how imagined surveillance from social media emerged 

in the learning environment. 

The case study by Small and Rotolo (2012) described a relatively unusual and 

immersive application of Twitter in the classroom. However, Twitter discussions and 

similar learning activities were found in the literature, though these were typically more 

limited classroom applications of the technology (e.g., Anthony & Jewell, 2017; Junco et 

al., 2011; Luo & Clifton, 2017; Mercier et al., 2015; Wright, 2010). These studies also 
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found that Twitter increased student-student and student-instructor communication and 

established a sense of presence and community among the class participants. Some of 

these studies reported, as Small and Rotolo (2012) had observed, that salience of the 

classroom social media audience continued after the class had ended and created a sense 

of social presence (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009; Holotescu & Grosseck, 2009). Students 

were also found to engage in observational learning by using Twitter to view the 

activities of other students in class (Nokes-Malach et al., 2015; Mercier et al., 2015). This 

kind of social media surveillance was mentioned by Mercier et al. (2015) as a potential 

drawback, since students became distracted by their ability to watch as other workgroups 

posted their ideas and discussions on Twitter during an in-class breakout activity. 

Social and Professional Networking. Scholars maintain and grow their 

professional networks using a combination of mainstream SNS and academic SNS. 

Twitter was mentioned as a platform frequently used by academics to connect and 

communicate with colleagues in their areas of study, across disciplines and institutions, 

and professionals in the field (Jordan, 2019b, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). Many 

scholars also had profiles on various academic SNS, such as ResearchGate and 

Academia.edu, that were launched in the mid-2000s as specialized platforms for 

researchers and faculty in higher education (Jordan, 2019a). Academic SNS were used to 

follow project updates from other scholars and to post or access full-text versions of 

published journal articles. Studies of academic SNS suggest that Academia.edu may be 

more popular among women scholars (Thelwall and Kousha, 2013) whereas 

ResearchGate is used slightly more by male academics (Ostermaier-Grabow & 

Linek, 2019). Use of social media, including academic SNS, made scholars discoverable, 
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or improved their “Googleability” (Jordan & Weller, 2018a, p. 4). SNS also assisted 

recruitment activities, whether in locating collaboration partners or research participants. 

The networking capabilities of social media were noted as particularly beneficial to 

scholars seeking career support and access within academia (Donelan, 2016; Li & 

Greenhow, 2015; Kieslinger, 2015). Senior scholars, however, also utilize social media to 

disseminate their work. 

Academic Blogs. Blogging is a social media activity closely associated with 

networked scholarship. Blogs—websites optimized for publishing text and media by one 

or more authors—were the subjects of early studies on academic social media use that 

found these publishing platforms played a role in developing scholarly identities 

(Barbour & Marshall, 2012; Dennen, 2009). These platforms allow academics to make 

their writing available to the public much faster than publishing in academic journals 

(Pieris, 2019). Scholars’ blogs are also more accessible to mainstream audiences, which 

means their work was able to reach and benefit broader audiences (Pieris, 2019; Zou & 

Hyland, 2019). Some social science scholars’ blog writing was described as a hybrid 

genre between academic and journalistic writing (Zou & Hyland, 2019). In this way, 

academics were able to recontextualize their scientific work for mainstream audiences. 

Blog writing exhibits more of an academic’s personal identity and opinion than scholarly 

writing. Some aspects of blogging were related to scholars’ identity disclosures on social 

media and are therefore further reviewed below in the section on academic social media 

self-presentation. Additional risks related to academics’ use of social media are first 

presented in the next subsection. 
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Problems and Risks for Academics on Social Media. There is a relative lack of 

research on the problems and risks associated with social media use by academics and 

within higher education institutions. A recent comparative review of the literature 

published in education and organizational/business journals revealed that the risks of 

social media was a theme “far less developed” in the education literature (Ahmad 

Kharman Shah et al., 2016, p. 1). Articles and studies on social media in academia often 

position these technologies in a positive light and tout their many possibilities, but there 

has been some trend toward studying the more problematic aspects in recent years. 

Jordan and Weller (2018a), for example, examined free-text survey responses written by 

academics (n=480) discussing social media use. The authors noted a “striking 

asymmetry” as only 39% of the responses referenced any benefits while 79% of their 

answers described problems associated with social media (p. 3). The study determined 

that constraints on time was the most common problem mentioned by academics. This 

result was consistent with other studies that also found time to be an issue that affected 

scholars’ social media use (Kieslinger, 2015; Lupton, 2014; Veletsianos, Kimmons, et al, 

2018). Other problems included concerns about privacy and lack of perceived usefulness 

of social media. 

Veletsianos et al. (2019) also investigated the factors that impact scholars' social 

media use over time. They found that personal lives, conflicting responsibilities (i.e., lack 

of time), career transitions, and concerns about privacy all impacted social media activity 

levels. Career transitions, such as a new position or promotion, were occasions to 

increase social media use. This was consistent with prior studies that found social media 

use patters were related to academics’ work schedules and professional events such as 
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conference attendance (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2016; Veletsianos, Kimmons, Belikov, 

& Johnson, 2018). These findings suggested that academics increase their social media 

use at such times to take advantage of the professional networking capabilities discussed 

in the previous section. 

Decreases in scholars’ social media use were largely attributed to “improving 

wellbeing” or “self-protection” (Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; p. 54). In some cases, this 

related to their need to dedicate more time toward managing personal life issues. Other 

concerns related to the deleterious effects of online hostility on the mental well-being and 

safety of these scholars (Jordan & Weller, 2018a; Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et 

al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). Politically motivated hostility and extremism among 

social media users, including fellow scholars, was cited as a reason to withdraw from 

social media (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). In response to 

online hostility, scholars reported changing their privacy settings, avoiding discussion of 

certain topics—including topics of research interest—and choosing not to assign social 

media activities in their classes.  

Studies of online harassment of academics were quite limited, though the 

available research indicated that women scholars experience more online harassment or 

were more likely to report these incidents (Cassidy et al., 2015; Veletsianos, Houlden et 

al., 2018; Vera-Gray, 2017; see also, Smith & Duggan, 2018; Vitak et al., 2017). There 

was also a lack of research on the academics’ social media use and experiences—positive 

or negative—in their personal lives (i.e., beyond teaching and research applications), 

which was noted in the literature (e.g., Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; Veletsianos et al., 



100 

 

2019). It was observed that a number or potential risks are associated with personal social 

media use by academics, and specifically regarding self-presentation.  

In summary, social media use is widespread in higher education and among the 

majority academics. Mainstream SNS are used more frequently by academics, and 

Twitter is particularly popular with scholars in the social sciences, technical, and 

professional disciplines. Academics are motivated to use social media for professional 

and personal reasons, such as teaching, career networking, and dissemination of their 

work and expertise. The majority of research on social media use in higher education has 

focused on their application in teaching and learning, with Twitter and blogging among 

the more popular tools examined (Malik et al, 2019). Teaching studies have indicated that 

Twitter is associated with salience of online audiences and/or imagined surveillance in 

the classroom (Small & Rotolo, 2012). There is limited research on academics’ use of 

social media in their broader lives; however, studies suggest that academic users 

experience more problems than benefits associated with social media (Jordan & Weller, 

2018a). Problems include a lack of time or perceived usefulness, as well as perceptions of 

hostility and experiences of harassment from online audiences (Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos 

et al., 2019). Concerns about personal risk and self-protection were also prominent in the 

literature and these themes are reviewed in more detail in below. 

Academics’ Social Media Self-Presentation. There is sparse research available 

on academics’ use of social media in their lives outside of pedagogy and dissemination of 

scholarly work, and studies of academics’ social media self-presentation practices are 

most limited. The motivation to present an online self—to be visible on social media and 

develop an online identity as a scholar—has, however, been mentioned repeatedly in 
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studies over the last decade (Barbour & Marshall, 2012; Costa, 2015; Gruzd et al., 2012; 

Kieslinger, 2015; Sugimoto et al., 2017; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012; Veletsianos & 

Shaw, 2018). In the last five years, there have been additional qualitative studies of 

academics’ social media self-presentation experiences, and many of these are derived 

from Veletsianos & Kimmons’ (2012) characterization of a trend they called “Networked 

Participatory Scholarship,” or “networked scholars” who use social media to “share, 

reflect upon, critique, improve, validate, and otherwise develop their scholarship” (p. 

766). It must be noted, however, that most of these studies are conducted with small 

samples—an exception is Jordan (2019b; 2020) who analyzed larger sets of survey data. 

The results reported next are therefore not generalizable to the broader population of 

academic social media users. Nonetheless, the present study is specifically concerned 

with academics’ social media self-presentation practices, and so it was necessary to 

review the limited research available in this area. 

Blogs and Academic Identity. Blogs support the development of scholars’ 

identities by serving as personal websites where their ideas, writing, and personalities can 

be presented to public audiences. Barbour and Marshall (2012) were among the first to 

examine how academics identities were presented on their blogs and websites. The 

authors found five general categories of academic identity exhibited on these sites: the 

formal self, networked self, comprehensive self, teaching self, and uncontainable self. 

The formal self was described as a highly polished and static biography posted to the 

Web. The teaching self, while a more dynamic online self-presentation, was also a 

specific type of interaction with students as an extension of the classroom. To the extent 

that the teaching self can be affected by issues of context collapse (Marwick & Boyd, 
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2011), this self-presentation style is relevant to the present study. Some studies have 

indicated, for example, that faculty may struggle to maintain separation of teaching 

identities when interacting with students on social networks, and faculty have also 

reported being cyberbullied by students (Cassidy et al., 2015). Barbour and Marshall’s 

(2012) categories of networked, comprehensive, and uncontainable selves were more 

closely related to recent literature on academics’ social media self-presentation. 

The “networked self” (cf. networked scholarship; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012) 

described impression management practices aimed at constructing a public-facing, 

scholarly identity. A number of studies found that scholars present fragmented identities 

online—authentic but carefully chosen disclosures—segregated across various social 

media (Jordan, 2020; Kimmons & Veletsianos, 2014; Kieslinger, 2015; Koole & Stack, 

2016; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018, Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). This style of self-

presentation was termed “calculated disclosure” by Veletsianos and Stewart (2016) and 

reflected the style of self-presentation observed in personal branding practices (Scolere et 

al., 2018; Whitmer, 2020) These academics relied on social media’s perceived 

capabilities for managing separate identities by targeting their self-presentations 

according to the imagined audiences of each platform.  

Social Network Audiences. Overlapping audiences and social contexts was 

reported to be a challenge for academics in their broader lives, much in the same ways 

that other social media users struggle with this phenomenon. Veletsianos and Shaw 

(2018) found that scholars imagined their social media audiences as overlapping circles 

of friendly and familiar connections, including colleagues, family and personal friends, 

professional connections and people outside of academics, such as K-12 teachers or 
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people working in their respective fields, who appreciated and benefited from following 

them. Jordan (2019b) also found that academics unanimously divided their imagined 

audiences along personal and professional lines, with Facebook perceived as a space for 

personal relationships, LinkedIn and academic SNS (e.g., ResearchGate) as professional 

networks, and Twitter and blogs occupying a somewhat mixed area. These scholars’ 

imagined audiences were confirmed, to some degree, by data visualization that showed 

the actual separation of academics’ network connections; however, significant overlap 

was observed between personal and professional audiences and disclosures made on 

Twitter (Jordan, 2020). These findings also indicated that academics’ Twitter networks 

were larger and more diverse than perceived. Challenges that emerged from dealing with 

context collapse have been described by participants in a limited number of studies with 

academic participants (e.g., Jordan & Weller, 2018a; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; 

Veletsianos et al., 2019), and these academics expressed varying degrees of concern with 

overlapping audiences and risks of social media self-presentation. Some academics, 

however, seem quite comfortable with the overlap of online audiences, and this emerging 

theme may be particularly relevant to the present study.  

Analysis of social network data performed by Jordan and Weller (2018b) 

identified a bimodal distribution, or two distinct groupings of academics, indicating that 

some kept their social media audiences segregated while others allowed audiences and 

personal disclosures to overlap. The authors suggested this indicated that context collapse 

was not a universal concern for academics, and that the stated need to separate audiences 

may be more of a “divisive issue” among these users than previously recognized (p. 9). 

Veletsianos and Shaw (2018) also acknowledged this possibility when they noted a 
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majority of the academics in their qualitative study mentioned making a “conscious, and 

often recent, decision to allow their audiences to merge” (p. 23). These findings reflect 

the “comprehensive” and “uncontainable” self-presentations observed by Barbour & 

Marshall (2012) in their earlier study of academics’ personal blogs. These groupings 

were characterized by strategies that embraced the overlap of personal and professional 

identities and, in the case of the unconstrained self-presentation, seemed relatively 

unconcerned with controlling or addressing what other Internet users had written or said 

about them. It was notable that recent studies observed a trend toward these strategies 

among academic social media users, though Bowman (2015) also reported survey results 

in which more scholars than expected had claimed to use Twitter for both personal and 

professional purposes, including among the more senior age groups. Such a trend may be 

related to the emergence of more self-styled public intellectuals that has been enabled by 

social media. These aspects of academic social media self-presentation, including the 

related notions of networked scholars and Academic Twitter, are addressed below. 

Networked Scholars. Limited studies of scholars who were recruited for their 

high levels of social media activity reported that some had come to strongly identify with 

their social media practices. Some researchers reported that their participants considered 

themselves to be networked scholars, or “digital scholars” (Costa, 2015), and believed 

they were distinguished by their use of online technologies in ways that transcended 

traditional norms of the academy (Kieslinger, 2015; Veletsianos, Johnson, & Belikov, 

2018; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). Veletsianos, Johnson, and Belikov (2018) described 

their small sample of academics (n=12) as having an “intimately personal relationship” 

with their social media (p. 56). Costa (2015) conducted a qualitative narrative study of 
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scholars (n=10), who were active researchers at academic institutions that had large 

“footprints” (i.e., public presences) on social media, and concluded that her participants 

“view[ed] themselves not only as deviant practitioners, but also and above all as 

innovators who are embracing new practices; a fact that sets them apart from the majority 

of their academic peers” (p. 9). Most of these qualitative studies evoked the language of 

Networked Participatory Scholarship (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012) with regard to 

scholars’ use of social media to self-promote and engage in public dialogues. These 

practices are also related to the notion of personal branding (Scolere et al., 2018; 

Whitmer, 2020) that was discussed in a previous section.  

There was a distinct theme of radicalism in reference to digital scholars who were 

repeatedly described in the empirical literature as outcasts and deviants in the academy 

(Costa, 2015; Kieslinger, 2015; Stewart, 2016) as well as the views expressed in 

scholarly publications that positioned social media use as a new era of opportunity for 

public intellectuals (e.g., Fatsis, 2018; Ford & Jandrić, 2019; Murphy & Costa, 2019). A 

few recent studies found evidence to support the claim that at least some scholars’ use of 

social media came with a risk of conflict, whether with institutional or external audiences 

(Ferber, 2017; Kieslinger, 2015; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos, Houlden, et al., 2018; 

Veletsianos et al., 2019). As a self-identified digital scholar told Costa (2015), “I am 

viewed as a problem” (p. 202). It was not possible to conclude whether these findings 

reflected the experiences of only a distinct subgroup of academics since studies of this 

population were sparce. However, the limited literature does suggest that many of the so-

called radical activities of digital scholars, and the problems they posed, were centered 

around Twitter—or participation in what was called Academic Twitter. 
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Academic Twitter. If blogs are the home base from which networked scholars 

publish their work, then Twitter is where they congregate and converse. The term 

Academic Twitter was defined by Gregory and Singh (2018) as a “loose community of 

academics and scholars who use Twitter as part of their academic identities” (p. 180). 

Academic Twitter, then, is one of several terms popularly used to describe groupings of 

Twitter users, such as Black Twitter, which Florini (2014) studied and clarified to “not 

exist in any unified or monolithic sense” but referred to a subculture of people that share 

a common social identity and use Twitter for “networking, connecting, and engaging with 

others who have similar concerns, experiences, tastes, and cultural practices” (p. 225).  

Stewart (2016) studied a group of these scholars that had invested significant time 

and effort into Twitter to become what she called “resident” (i.e., routinely active or 

present) on the platform (p. 70). These scholars (n=13) consisted of senior faculty, early-

career academics, and doctoral candidates who held institutional academic roles, wrote a 

blog, and had used Twitter for at least two years. The author described these scholars as 

engaged in “public narratives” (i.e., personal opinion or commentary) about current 

events and pop culture trends (Stewart, 2016, p. 70). Participation on Academic Twitter 

appeared comparable, at least in these limited studies, to the micro-celebrity of social 

media “influencers” in other industries (Khamis et al., 2017). Social media influence was 

experienced as empowering for these academics, much as was found for other social 

media exhibitionists (Koskela, 2004), and thus enabled a similar kind of participatory 

surveillance (Albrechtslund, 2008). The invitation of surveillance was observed on 

Academic Twitter as scholars shared details of their daily activities and other mundane 

details alongside their academic insights. 
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Social media influence increased academics’ visibility in public as well as within 

their institutions, and this visibility was perceived by some to upend or reverse the power 

structures of the academy. As a study participant told Stewart (2016), “My boss is scared 

of my social media presence because it's a form of soft power” (p. 76), which was 

reported as an example of how some of these scholars subjectively viewed social media 

platforms as a way of gaining political leverage within their institutions. It should be 

noted, however, that there is no way of knowing whether the boss was indeed afraid or 

even aware of their faculty members’ social media, though this theme of social media use 

as disruptive to interdepartmental power dynamics appeared in other studies as well 

(Costa, 2015; Kieslinger, 2015; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). Scholars were motivated 

by their perceived power to become more active on Twitter, to engage in political and 

social debates, and to disclose more personal information with their audiences 

(Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). Disclosure of personal experience and the performance 

their identities—particularly for women and minority scholars—was viewed as means of 

using this power for drawing attention to social or political causes of interest (Stewart, 

2016; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Twitter was discussed in these studies as a way 

to galvanize support for workplace disputes or bring social pressure to bear on an 

institution—including one’s own school—to force a desired administrative action. 

Scholars also engaged in social media self-presentations to try on new aspects of 

identity. Veletsianos et al. (2019) found that academics’ Twitter use increased during 

periods of transition into new professional roles, and this motivation was noted by 75% 

of the participants in their small sample. Scholars’ self-presentations on Academic 

Twitter were not limited to their professional identities, however, as some described 
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using their tweets to push social norms and boundaries of acceptability—including 

exploring their sexual interests and “kinks” (Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). Pushing 

boundaries was done for personal gratification but also because scholars with larger 

followings saw themselves as giving voice to others with similar identities who lacked a 

comparable platform. 

Academic Twitter, despite its name and resident population of scholars, was 

characterized by discussions that were overtly personal and often negative, 

confrontational, and hostile. These activities were interpreted in some of the qualitative 

studies as ways of coping with the stresses of academics’ professional and personal lives 

(Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos et al., 2019; see also, Gregory 

& Singh, 2018). The behaviors described in the literature could be alternatively viewed as 

complaining, or perhaps the airing of grievances. As Stewart (2016) put it, these 

academics “lamented challenges or invited commiseration” on Twitter (p. 71). 

Commiseration—or coping—was sought for work and labor disputes, family problems, 

mental health, medical diagnoses, relationship problems, and issues related to racial, 

gender and sexual identities, as well as professional identities, such as adjunct faculty and 

doctoral students’ experiences of the imposter syndrome (Breeze, 2018; Campbell, 2017; 

Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos et al., 2019; Veletsianos, Houlden, et al., 2018; Veletsianos & 

Stewart, 2016). It must be emphasized again that these conclusions were drawn from 

researchers’ subjective observations of small groups and events on Twitter, and their 

analyses were contradicted by some of the other, albeit similarly limited, studies. Though 

the literature was sparce, it could be reasonably presumed that not all academics—
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probably most of them—are not as comfortable allowing their personal and professional 

identities to mix on Twitter; however, this overlap may be a trend, as discussed next. 

Among the limited empirical studies available on academics’ social media use, 

most referenced at least some concerns about the overlap of personal and professional 

self-presentations of academics. The overlapping audiences and social contexts on these 

apps (i.e., context collapse; Marwick & Boyd, 2011) brought academics’ social media 

and offline identities into potential conflict (Jordan, 2020); however, Jordan and Weller 

(2018b) mapped survey data collected from academics (n=528) and found a bimodal 

distribution on the question of keeping personal/professional identities separate on social 

media, which indicated that this was a “divisive issue” for academics (p. 9). Veletsianos 

& Shaw (2018) also found that many academics in their qualitative study expressed a 

conscious choice to merge their audiences. Stewart (2016) observed that the “most 

prevalent site of context collapse in participant responses” was perhaps the “tension 

between networked and institutional audiences” (Stewart, 2016, p. 77). Veletsianos and 

Shaw (2018) agreed and noted in their qualitative study of academic social media users 

that “part of the reason that they find themselves in trouble sometimes is due to exposure 

to unanticipated audiences or academic cultures unsympathetic to scholars desires to use 

Twitter to speak out’ (p. 9).  It was not clear from the literature how well these 

conclusions reflected the experiences of other academic social media users as these 

studies were too limited to generalize to the broader population; however, the potential 

trend toward academics choosing to merge their audiences and concerns that this led to 

anticipation of conflict was relevant to the interest of imagined surveillance for 

academics on social media and will be investigated further in the present study. 
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In summary, academics face challenges of overlapping social contexts and 

audiences on social media. Blogs and Twitter were the most significant platforms used by 

scholars to engage as public intellectuals or for social media self-presentations associated 

with networked scholarship (Barbour & Marshall, 2012; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012). 

While some scholars have reduced or withdrawn from social media in response to 

overlapping personal and professional contexts, others have embraced the merging of 

audiences and adopted public-facing social media personas (Jordan & Weller, 2018b; 

Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). A theme of 

radicalism and increased social influence or power was associated with academics’ social 

media self-presentations on so-called Academic Twitter (Gregory & Singh, 2018; 

Kieslinger, 2015; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). These scholars were 

described as engaging in a high volume of negativity, grievance, and interpersonal 

conflict on Twitter. It was not clear from the limited literature in this area how well these 

studies describe the experiences of academic social media users more broadly. 

Conclusions on Academic Social Media. Many academics have adopted social 

media technologies much like the broader population of adults in the United States. 

However, the literature indicated a theme of external pressure (e.g., from their institutions 

and peers) that motivated academics to use social media in more public ways (Gruzd et 

al., 2012; Kieslinger, 2015). Academics also reported far more problems than benefits 

associated of social media use, including lack of time and privacy concerns (Jordan & 

Weller, 2018a). Academics had a particularly high interest in using Twitter (Lupton, 

2014), and the social sciences and some technical fields were overrepresented among 
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scholars with Twitter accounts (Costas et al., 2020; Ke et al., 2016). Natural sciences and 

other quantitatively based fields are underrepresented in this population. 

Research on academics’ social media use was largely focused on teaching and 

learning cases. There was, however, some evidence that Twitter in a learning 

environment was observed to produce perceptions of imagined surveillance that impacted 

self-presentation (Small & Rotolo, 2012). A limited area of research has also examined 

scholars’ use of social media for networked scholarship, and this term was notable a 

descriptor of social media collaboration and/or publishing activities as well as an 

emerging identity group used to distinguish scholars who are highly visible or influential 

on social media (Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012). Research on social media use in the 

broader/personal lives of academics was an understudied area, however.  

Academics’ social media self-presentations, like those of other user populations, 

were complicated by overlap of audiences and social settings on social network sites. 

Self-presentation challenges for academics included the potential for interpersonal 

conflict and online harassment (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018); however, some 

studies suggested a trend toward academics allowing their social media audiences to 

merge in order to share their academic and personal identities publicly, and also to make 

social commentary (Jordan & Weller, 2018b; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). 

These practices were associated with scholars on Academic Twitter, which was 

characterized as hyper-personal, confrontational, negative, and angry (Gregory & Singh, 

2018; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). Academic Twitter use was seen as a 

source of power and influence (Costa, 2015; Stewart, 2016) and associated with the 

politically hostile social media surveillance centered around higher education and other 
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cultural and social institutions. There was a gap in the extent literature in terms of how 

academics experience the overlap of personal and professional identities on social media 

(Jordan, 2020) and how encounters with unanticipated or hostile social media audiences 

influence scholars’ social media practices (Veletsianos, Houlden, et al., Veletsianos et al., 

2019). The present study contributes new findings to this problem area by exploring how 

academics describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. 

Qualitative Methodology and Instrumentation 

The qualitative methodology was selected for this study to explore how 

academics in the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context 

of imagined surveillance. The literature review revealed a number of prior studies that 

contained suggestions for future qualitative research in related areas of privacy and 

surveillance or have applied qualitative designs to achieve similar results. These studies 

will be reviewed in the following section. Additional support for the semi-structured 

interview protocol and qualitative questionnaire will then be provided with examples 

from related studies. Finally, the section will conclude with a brief summary relating 

these themes to the qualitative methodology and instrumentation of the present study. 

The method and design of this study is presented in detail in the next chapter. 

Privacy relative to Internet and social media technologies has been a major 

research area for several decades, and yet relatively little is known about the actual 

privacy experiences of social media users. The value of qualitative investigation was 

highlighted when researchers approached privacy-related practices as subjective and 

contextually dependent experiences and uncovered how social media users engaged in a 
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reflexive process of examining the appropriateness of their social media posts which was 

often misaligned with the larger audiences capable of viewing these disclosures (Boyd, 

2008; Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Quinn and Papacharissi (2018) 

used a qualitative design and found their participants were engaged in a highly reflexive, 

“liquid” process involving scrutiny of social contexts and censure of disclosures on social 

media. The authors suggested additional qualitative studies and interviews would be 

useful to highlight these experiences in greater detail, and noted: 

Surveillance… cannot be divorced from our understanding of liquid privacy… [as 

it] provides meaningful ways of contextualizing the privacy problem… Thus, 

liquid privacy cannot be operationalized, or understood, in the absence of 

[surveillance] that enables it… (Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018, p. 60). 

Quinn et al. (2019) also suggested that “more qualitative, ground-up research is needed to 

better understand the nuances of how users perceive and enact privacy, not only across 

various contexts, but also across distinct regulatory and cultural environments” (p. 12).  

A need for a qualitative approach to contemporary surveillance was implied 

throughout David Lyon’s (2017) articulation of surveillance culture, which called on 

researchers to investigate everyday experiences of surveillance—what he described as 

“perspectives, outlooks, or mentalitiés on surveillance”—that extended beyond 

traditional, binary approaches like private-public or power-subject (p. 824). That call 

echoed Friesen et al. (2009) who suggested phenomenological research on the 

“experiential reality of surveillance” a decade earlier—and went largely unanswered by 

psychologists (Ellis et al., 2016; Kende et al., 2015; see also: Ball, 2009). Kende et al. 
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(2015) also suggested that more studies consider surveillance subjectively, as standards 

of behavior and appropriateness are dependent on context and culture.  

The majority of recent literature related to social media privacy, self-presentation, 

and imagined audiences were qualitative or mixed-method studies (e.g., Adorjan & 

Ricciardelli, 2019; Duffy & Chan, 2019; Elueze & Quan-Haase, 2018; Gangneux, 2019; 

Hamby et al., 2018; Litt & Hargittai, 2016; Marder et al., 2016; Marwick et al., 2017; 

Pangrazio, 2019; Quinn, 2014; Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018; Quinn et al., 2019). Nearly 

all of these studies utilized semi-structured interviews, while some included focus groups 

(Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Hamby et al., 2018), open-ended survey questions (Quinn 

et al., 2019), or participant diaries (Litt & Hargittai, 2016) for collect data. Question 

topics and themes included: personal attitudes toward privacy and/or surveillance on 

social media, strategies used to protect privacy and/or identity, impressions of social 

media audiences, types of personal information disclosed or withheld, changes to social 

media use over time, and types of information sought about other social media users. 

Marder, Joinson, Shankar and Houghton (2016) used a notable strategy of providing a 

short vignette about a real-life example of social media surveillance to stimulate their 

participants’ thinking about the phenomenon. 

In conclusion, the literature review revealed a trend toward the use of qualitative 

designs to study social media privacy and self-presentation. There was, however, an 

unaddressed need for qualitative research on the experience of surveillance and 

specifically imagined surveillance from digital and social media. Researchers suggested 

that qualitative approaches can help increase understanding of privacy and surveillance in 

distinct cultural and regulatory contexts (Kende et al., 2015; Quinn et al., 2019). The 
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present study aligns with these recommendations and examines imagined surveillance 

and social media self-presentation in the distinct cultural environment of academia. 

Problem Statement 

It was not known how academics describe their social media self-presentation in 

the context of imagined surveillance. Veletsianos et al. (2019) found that academics 

“wrestle with” a range of “personal, professional, sociocultural and sociopolitical factors” 

(p. 1724) that caused some academics to avoid or withdraw from social media. 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018) found a similar withdrawal for some women scholars 

who had experienced harassment from social media audiences; however, others 

continued or increased their participation in defiance of their hecklers (see also, Stewart, 

2016). These authors recommended future studies to examine the experiences of scholars 

who have felt targeted or harassed and how this shapes social media participation. 

Veletsianos et al. (2019) specifically called for investigation of how scholars 

conceptualize these unknown others (cf. “imagined surveillance,” Duffy & Chan, 2019). 

Likewise, Jordan (2020) recommended studying how “dissonance between their online 

and offline identities” becomes problematic for academics (p. 176). Such work will, as 

Veletsianos, Johnson, and Belikov (2018) stated, “not only help researchers make sense 

of how and why scholars participate on social media but may also shed light on reasons 

why social media are used in the ways that they are in educational settings” (p. 11). The 

present study makes a contribution to this gap in the literature. 

The population of interest for the present study was professional academics. The 

target population was academics in the United States—that is, faculty, researchers, 

administrators, graduate students, age 18 or over, at a college, university, research center, 
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or other scholarly institution in the United States.  Participants were recruited from the 

membership of two academic professional organizations with members well suited to be 

informants on the phenomenon and research questions of this study. However, academics 

working at any college, university, research center, or similar institution in the United 

States were eligible. Participants’ frequency or type of social media use was not specified 

as even non-participation may indicate agentic strategies relevant to the focus of the 

study (Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017); and recent studies have demonstrated that self-

presentation behaviors are influenced by social media even in offline settings and for 

people who are not using these technologies (Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016). 

Data on academics’ experiences with social media self-presentation and related practices 

was collected according to prior research on the phenomenon of imagined surveillance in 

a higher education context (Duffy & Chan, 2019). Research questions and data analysis 

were driven by the theoretical framework of Moral Reasoning Theory (Kohlberg, 

1963/2008; Rest et al., 1999) which is a cognitive psychological framework for 

understanding how individuals conceptualize what is considered appropriate or expected 

in a social context and how these patterns of thought inform behavior. Moral reasoning 

theory allowed the researcher to examine the perceived norms and motivations relevant to 

academics as they negotiate identity expression online.  

At the present time, online public discourse is fraught with political and 

ideological division, incivility and outrage—and scholars have written about a perceived 

trend in so-called cancel culture in which social media are used to monitor and inflict 

punishment on scholars with controversial opinions (Bouvier, 2020; Pilon, 2020); 

however, this term remained undefined in the empirical literature. According to reports in 
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mainstream media and scholarly periodicals, academic institutions and professors are 

frequent targets both outside and within their campus communities (e.g., Jussim, 2019; 

Stevens et al., 2020), and yet there is a striking lack of research on the risks of social 

media use in higher education (Ahmad Kharman Shah et al., 2016). This study expands 

understanding of the challenges academics face when engaging in online scholarship and 

public pedagogy, as well as more personalized social media self-presentations like those 

observed on Academic Twitter (Gregory & Singh, 2018; Stewart, 2016). The results may 

inform faculty as they decide if/how to participate on social media and guide institutions 

to create training and policies to support faculty in these endeavors. 

Summary 

Chapter 2 presented a thorough review of the literature related to social media 

self-presentation in academia. Scholarship over the last decade has found that social 

media surveillance influences self-presentation behaviors in online and offline settings 

(Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder, 2018; Marder et al., 2016; Marwick 

& Boyd, 2011; Marwick et al., 2017). Recent studies found that anticipated and actual 

surveillance from hostile social media audiences influenced the social media practices of 

academics (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019), and raised 

concerns about the suppression of academic speech (Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017). These 

findings pointed to a problem space in need of further investigation. 

Veletsianos et al. (2019) recommended further study of academics’ social media 

use in their broader lives, and specifically how unknown social media audiences 

influences academics’ social media participation. Similarly, Jordan (2020) acknowledged 

a trend of academics’ merging their personal and professional audiences on social media 
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and recommended study of how academics experience this overlap. Veletsianos, 

Houlden, et al. (2018) specifically called for further investigation of online harassment of 

scholars and how these events are experienced. The present study addressed this gap by 

exploring how academics in the United States describe their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

This study applied Moral Reasoning Theory (Rest et al., 1999) to examine how 

academics have internalized the norms, rules, and expectations of their visibility on/from 

social media. This cognitive psychological framework is particularly relevant for 

addressing the phenomenon of imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 2019) which was 

defined to describe how users conceptualized their visibility from social media and its 

potential consequences. Moral reasoning thus allowed the researcher to interpret the 

patterns of thinking present in interview and questionnaire responses from academics as 

they discuss their perceptions of social media self-presentation and the decision-making 

processes behind their social media practices.  

Literature on social media in higher education was largely focused on teaching 

and research-related practices, with relatively little investigation of associated risks. 

Studies of Twitter as an instructional tool did find some indication that imagined 

surveillance shaped the social media self-presentations of the instructor and students 

(e.g., Small & Rotolo, 2012). The literature also revealed that academics had a high 

interest in using Twitter, and particularly withing the social sciences, communications, 

and technical fields (Jordan & Weller, 2018b; Lupton, 2014; Costas et al., 2020). The 

significance of Twitter in academia was a reoccurring theme and suggested that 

academics who were active on Twitter were distinguished by their use of the platform.  
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Studies of Academics’ Twitter use—or Academic Twitter—studies suggested a 

trend toward public social media use that is personalized—that is, merging personal and 

professional identities— and frequently characterized confrontational, hostile, or angry 

(Costa, 2015; Jordan & Weller, 2018b; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; 

Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). Academic Twitter use was observed as a source of power or 

influence for these scholars (Costa, 2015; Stewart, 2016). The relationship between 

Academic Twitter and online hostility or harassment toward scholars was suggested but 

not clear in the literature. Academics’ social media self-presentation experiences were an 

understudied area, and the limited number of studies drew conclusions from small 

samples of participants. The present study was therefore focused on contributing to a 

problem area that is ripe for further investigation. 

Next, Chapter 3 will provide a rationale and thorough explanation for the 

qualitative descriptive design and research questions of this study. Further details will be 

provided on the purpose, design, population, and sample. Data sources and collection will 

then be described, and data analysis procedures will be mapped out according to the 

phases of thematic analysis used to produce the findings of this study. Lastly, the chapter 

will conclude with a discussion of ethical considerations, assumptions, and delimitations.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. There was little research on academics’ use of social media outside of 

teaching; however, recent studies have suggested that anticipation of surveillance from 

social media audiences was problematic for some academics and may be related to 

changes in social media use and self-presentation (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 

2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). For example, Veletsianos, Houlden, et al. (2018) found 

that academics changed how they presented themselves—and some even changed their 

research—after encountering hostility from social media audiences (see also, Ferber, 

2017; Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos et al, 2019). These authors called for 

future studies to investigate the experiences of academics who may be subject to 

monitoring, scrutiny, or harassment from social media audiences. These 

recommendations highlighted a need to better understand how social media surveillance 

influences academics’ self-presentations. This study contributed new knowledge to this 

problem space. 

This chapter will address the methodology of the study. First is a discussion of the 

study purpose will and how it was carried out to investigate the phenomenon of social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 2019; 

Lyon, 2017). Supporting literature is presented to demonstrate how prior research on the 

phenomenon and related themes guided the conduct of the study. This section will also 
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introduce how the data analysis approach of Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006, 2020) was performed. 

Second, the two research questions for this study are explained. This discussion 

describes how the questions were developed to address the phenomenon (social media 

self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance) through the cognitive 

psychological framework of Moral Reasoning Theory (Kohlberg, 1963/2008, Rest et al., 

1999). This section will also explain how data collection for both RQs was accomplished 

using semi-structured interviews and online questionnaires. 

Third, the rationale for the qualitative methodology and descriptive design will be 

explained. Qualitative methodology was ideal for this study as it sought to investigate the 

subjective experiences of a group of people (academics) in a particular context (Patton, 

2015). The descriptive design was likewise most appropriate as the goal of this study was 

to produce a detailed description of these experiences as they relate to the phenomenon 

(Sandelowski, 2000). Alternative methodologies and designs which were considered and 

rejected are also discussed, along with the rationale for these decisions. 

Fourth, the population and sample of this study is described. The target population 

was academics (e.g., faculty, scholars) in the United States. The definition of academics 

and inclusion criteria for this study will be explained and justified according to prior 

research. The sample of this population was drawn primarily from the membership of two 

academic professional organizations that are interested in research, policy, and advocacy 

issues related to the study topic. The sample therefore consisted of well-positioned 

informants. The sample size will be stated and justified according to established practice 

in qualitative research. Then, recruiting will be outlined in terms of primary, secondary, 
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and tertiary strategies developed to ensure a sufficient sample can be obtained to reach 

data saturation. These recruiting strategies are supported and justified by prior research 

and related studies. 

Fifth, the sources of data will be described. The primary source of research data 

was semi-structured interviews. A secondary source of research data was online 

questionnaires developed to complement the interview data. The interview protocol was 

based in part on the questions used by Duffy and Chan (2019) in their related study of 

imagined surveillance among university undergraduates, which is the work that 

operationalized the phenomenon. The protocol will be fully explained, including 

adaptations and additions made by the researcher that are supported by related research in 

this topic area. The questionnaire design is then described and elaborated in detail. This 

discussion includes a complete walkthrough of the online questionnaire and rationale 

based on the supporting literature. Lastly, additional sources of data are described as 

these were collected for screening and descriptive purposes. 

Sixth, the trustworthiness of the study is addressed. This includes a discussion of 

measures that were taken by the researcher to enhance the credibility, dependability, 

transferability, and confirmability of the study. Steps to enhance trustworthiness, 

including field testing, triangulation of data, developing a codebook, peer debriefing, and 

documentation of reflexive commentary are discussed. 

Seventh, data collection and management are outlined for the study. This section 

begins with a discussion of informed consent procedures and other permissions obtained 

in accordance with IRB requirements and ethical standards for human research. Next, the 

procedures for recruiting and sampling are outlined in full detail as a three-step process 



123 

 

beginning with a recruiting call at the research sites and proceeding through snowball 

sampling to complete the sample and reach saturation. Data collection processes will then 

be detailed or the semi-structured interviews and questionnaire, including all steps 

required to perform these activities. This section will conclude with a discussion of data 

security procedures developed by the researcher to protect the privacy and confidentiality 

of participants in this study. 

Eighth, data analysis procedures for the study will be explained and justified. Data 

was interpreted using the Reflexive Thematic Analysis method developed by Braun and 

Clarke (2006, 2020). Adoption of this method required that the researcher make some 

epistemological and theoretical choices, and these will be stated and justified. Then, the 

six phases of thematic analysis will be outlined as they were used to analyze the 

interview and questionnaire data. The coding process and theme development will be 

fully described, as will the process of reporting the results. The section will conclude with 

a discussion of how numerical data was tallied from the closed-ended questionnaire items 

as well as the use of descriptive statistics to describe the sample. 

Finally, this chapter will conclude with sections addressing the ethical 

considerations, assumptions, and delimitations of this study. The researcher will describe 

how this minimal-risk study ensured ethical treatment of participants by adhering to 

values of autonomy, beneficence, and justice. Assumptions, or unsupported beliefs about 

the study, will then be stated, as will delimitations resulting from choices made by the 

researcher in the design and conduct of the study. The researcher will then present steps 

taken to minimize the impact of assumptions and delimitations on the trustworthiness of 

the study. Lastly, the chapter will conclude with a summary of key points. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. Put simply, this study was looking at what academics think about the 

potential for encountering surveillance on social media, what expectations are anticipated 

from social media observers, and how these expectations shape the ways that academics 

use social media and/or present themselves in sight of others who do. This dynamic is 

captured in the phenomenon of “imagined surveillance.” As defined by Duffy and Chan 

(2019) in a similar study of university students, imagined surveillance refers to how 

individuals conceive of the scrutiny that might take place over their social media self-

presentations and the potential risks or rewards that may emerge from being visible 

and/or monitored on social media.  

Participants in this study were recruited to describe social media self-presentation 

in the context of imagined surveillance as experienced by academics. To explore the 

manifest representations of this phenomenon, participants were asked to respond to 

questions based on the Duffy and Chan (2019) study and additional themes derived from 

related studies on social media self-presentation and/or surveillance. Questions addressed 

the nature of academics’ social media use (Jordan, 2020), changes in their views or 

practices regarding social media (Veletsianos et al., 2019), the types of social media 

sharing/content that are perceived as appropriate, encouraged, or avoided, and any 

associated risks or rewards of social media use (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Marwick 

et al., 2017; Trottier, 2012). Participants were also asked about any perceptions of social 

media surveillance in offline settings (i.e., on campus or in the classroom) as recent 
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studies have found that salience of social media surveillance extends to settings where the 

individual is not using social media but where others (e.g., students) may be able to 

capture and post something about them online (Marder et al., 2016). These issues were 

also related to notions of so-called cancel culture (e.g., Bouvier, 2020; Pilon, 2020), 

which is a term commonly used in mainstream media and scholarly opinion articles, but 

which had no empirical definition in the literature. These questions helped to interpret 

how faculty think about their disclosures and their potential outcomes (e.g., social, 

political, professional, personal) of social media use and visibility.  

Data was collected using semi-structured interviews and online questionnaires. 

These data were then analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, 2020) and guided by the theoretical foundation of Moral Reasoning Theory 

(Kohlberg, 1963/2008; Rest et al., 1999). Moral reasoning provided a cognitive 

psychological framework for understanding how people make sense of what is 

considered appropriate, normal, or expected in a particular context and how this 

reasoning relates to behavior—in this case, the decision-making underlying academics’ 

social media self-presentation practices (e.g., to share or not to share). The moral 

reasoning approach was ideal for interpreting the imagined surveillance phenomenon, as 

surveillance is traditionally understood in terms of internalized norms and power 

dynamics (e.g., institutional, political, economic, social) that discipline individual 

behavior (cf. Foucault, 1977/1995). The present study therefore sought to learn not only 

how academics presented themselves vis-à-vis social media, but also who they imagined 

might be watching, what those watchers were perceived to expect, and what participants 

perceived might happen if they deviated from norms. 
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Research Questions 

This study sought to explore how academics described their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. The phenomenon was defined by 

Duffy and Chan (2019) to describe how individuals perceive the potential scrutiny their 

social media activity may receive, and the consequences of self-presentation practices 

that comply with/deviate from expectations of surveillant audiences. Imagined 

surveillance, like all surveillance, is subjective in terms of how one perceives being 

watched and/or those watching, and behavioral in terms of how one decides to act in 

response to the perceived surveillance norms (Lyon, 2017). To target both the perceptual 

and practical aspects of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance, two research questions guided this study: 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

The first research question (RQ1) asked how academics describe the construction 

of social media self-presentations in the context of imagined surveillance. This question 

was interpreted according to the theoretical framework of Moral Reasoning Theory to ask 

about academics’ perceptions of the common morality within their higher education 

communities. Common morality refers to individuals’ concepts or personal hypotheses—

formed through repeated experiences—about the norms, expectations, and authority 

structures within a distinct cultural context (Rest et al., 2000). The common morality 

concept was applied to RQ1 to frame how academics made sense of what was considered 
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(in)appropriate to say and do on social media and who was (dis)empowered according to 

these standards. Common morality is particularly evident in the ideological or ethical 

debates within professional communities as such discussions highlight normative 

reasoning within these groups (Thoma, 2014). To address RQ1, the researcher therefore 

asked questions regarding points of debate or scrutiny of the common morality in higher 

education, and particularly where there is contrast with perceived expectations of 

surveillant audiences on social media. 

The second research question (RQ2) asked how academics describe the influence 

of imagined surveillance on their personal social media self-presentations. This question 

refers to self-presentation practices that can also include forms of social media 

(non)participation, whether directly related to one’s own social media (non)use or more 

indirect ways of navigating imagined surveillance (e.g., changing how one speaks in class 

out of concern that one’s teaching could be posted to social media by a student; cf. 

Marder et al., 2016). The social media practices of academics were considered in terms of 

the moral reasoning theory’s three moral schemas: Personal Interest Schema, Maintaining 

Norms Schema, and Postconventional Schema (Rest et al., 1999; Narvaez & Bock, 2002; 

Thoma, 2014). These schemas—or patterns of thought—refer to the decision-making 

processes underlying behaviors.  

To answer RQ2, the researcher asked about the specific practices of social media 

self-presentation reported by academics as well as the reasoning processes relative to 

imagined surveillance and the norms/values of the social context. Questions probing the 

reasoning patterns under the Personal Interest Schema, for example, asked about ways to 

protect the individual and his/her goals, regardless of the moral rightness of the behavior 
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or the impact on others (Rest et al., 2000). Maintaining Norms practices, however, were 

probed with questions that ask about the status quo (i.e., norms, expectations, rules), and 

behaviors motivated by a desire to follow or enforce these standards of the community 

(Rest et al., 2000; Thoma, 2014). Postconventional reasoning was evoked through 

questions that ask about behaviors which divert from the common morality/norms, such 

as when these standards are perceived as inadequate to achieve fairness, reciprocity, or 

some other ideal (Narvaez & Bock, 2002). The frame of moral reasoning was therefore 

useful to guide inquiry into all manner of social media practices responsive to the 

imagined surveillance phenomenon. 

Nature and Sources of Data 

The target population for this study was academics (e.g., college faculty, 

researchers, administrators, graduate students) in the United States. Participants were 

recruited mainly from the mailing lists of two academic professional organizations, 

anonymized as “Site A” and “Site B,” and each had nationwide memberships (a full 

discussion of recruiting and sampling procedures is provided in the “Population and 

Sample” section of this chapter). Recruiting from to these organizations sought volunteer 

participation in two data collection activities: (1) semi-structured interviews, and (2) 

online questionnaires. 

Interviews were the primary source of data for this study. The semi-structured 

interview protocol was based in part on questions used by Duffy and Chan (2019) for a 

similar study of the imagined surveillance phenomenon that targeted a related population 

(undergraduate students). At the researcher’s request, Dr. Duffy provided a version of her 

interview protocol and permission to adapt questions for the purposes of this study 
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(Appendix D). Interviews addressed both RQs using probes that focused on perceptions 

and practices of social media use and self-presentation in academia, perceived social 

media audiences, topics engaged or avoided on social media, strategies used to navigate 

social media surveillance, the extension of social media surveillance into offline settings, 

and academics’ experiences with online hostility or harassment. Interview data was 

complimented by responses collected from a broader range of academics who completed 

an online questionnaire.  

The online questionnaire was developed by the researcher as a secondary source 

of data for this study. Like the interview protocol, the questionnaire addressed both RQs 

according to themes covered in related studies (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Jordan, 2020; 

Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; Veletsianos; 

Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). Participants were presented with a series 

of closed and open-ended questions about their use of social media, motivations for social 

media uses, changes to social media use over time, perceptions of social media audience 

and monitoring, potential risks or outcomes of social media use by academics, and 

practices used to navigate social media surveillance. The researcher designed the online 

questionnaire to focus on the open, free-text questions, as these data were most useful in 

this qualitative study. Therefore, closed questions were used primarily as prompts to elicit 

descriptive answers to open-ended questions. In addition to expanding the sample, 

questionnaires also complemented the primary interview data by mirroring or further 

probing some topics in an anonymous, online setting. This approach allowed the 

researcher to collect participants’ personal opinions and descriptions of behaviors that 

may be less impacted by social desirability bias than those obtained during face-to-face 
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interviews (Bergen & Labonté, 2020; Landrock & Menold, 2016). Demographic 

information was also be collected from survey participants to describe the sample 

according to age, sex, race, academic position and rank. 

Data collected from interviews and questionnaires was coded and analyzed to 

address both research questions. Interviews were recorded and transcribed by the 

researcher, and entered into MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 2019) to aid the coding 

process. Further, in-depth descriptions of these data sources, data collection, analysis, and 

storage procedures are provided in the “Sources of Data,” “Data Collection and 

Management,” and “Data Analysis” sections of this chapter. 

Rationale for a Qualitative Methodology 

The qualitative methodology was selected for this study to explore how 

academics describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. Methodology describes the underlying assumptions and logic that guide a 

research study based on philosophical conclusions about ontology (the nature of reality) 

and epistemology (the nature of knowing), and thus how a research question will be 

answered and how a study will be designed (Holden & Lynch, 2004).  As this study was 

an effort to describe and interpret the subjective and contextual experiences of a group of 

people, it was best conducted using qualitative methodology, which is based on the logic 

of subjective ontology and non-positivist, interpretive epistemology (Patton, 2015; 

Ponterotto, 2005; Yilmaz, 2013). The phenomenon of interest, social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance, is inherently subjective as it 

describes how an individual interprets the possibility of being monitored, the expectations 

of the observing audience, and the potential outcomes (i.e., risks or rewards) of this 
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visibility (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017). Similarly, self-presentation practices are 

subjective as individuals’ behavior choices are informed by reasoning about community 

standards of appropriateness and the goals or values (e.g., personal, communal, or 

ideological) that are prioritized (Kohlberg, 1963/2008; Rest et al., 1999; see also Leary & 

Kowalski, 1990) Qualitative methodology therefore provided information about 

subjective experiences with a phenomenon that was difficult to quantify; and further, a 

quantitative approach was too restrictive to reveal these types of meaning-making 

processes used by academics in the particular cultural and social context of academia. 

In applying moral reasoning theory as the theoretical lens for this study, the 

researcher investigated the individual experiences and patterns of cognition that 

academics described in discussing imagined surveillance as it related to social media self-

presentation. These subjective responses include notions about social norms, tacit rules, 

and power dynamics underlying perceptions of social media self-presentation in the 

culture of higher education and the practices used by academics to navigate social media 

surveillance (Rest et al., 2000; Thoma, 2014; cf. Foucault, 1977/1995; Lyon, 2017). In 

this light, qualitative research was a particularly useful approach as it offered 

opportunities to describe multiple ways of experiencing reality, gain deeper insight into 

individual and group experiences, and give voice to the marginalized (Castellan, 2010). 

This was an ideal approach for a study of imagined surveillance as this phenomenon 

implies that some are likely more heavily subjected or targeted by the surveillance. 

Qualitative methodology has been usefully applied in a number of related studies. 

These studies addressed experiences of social media privacy, self-presentation, and 

surveillance perceptions (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Duffy & Chan, 2019; Hamby et 
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al., 2018; Marder et al., 2016; Marwick et al., 2017; Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018; Vallas 

& Christin, 2018; Whitmer, 2020). For example, Marwick et al. (2017) investigated how 

urban young adults framed social media privacy and revealed that while their participants 

adopted the culturally dominant language of personal control and responsibility for one’s 

own online privacy, their discussions actually pointed to experiences of institutional and 

social surveillance enabled by social media that were largely outside the individuals’ 

power to control (see also, Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Duffy & Chan, 2019; Hamby et 

al., 2018). Such a revelation would be difficult or perhaps impossible to achieve through 

quantitative methods. The present study utilized a qualitative approach in an attempt to 

gain similar insight into the target population of academics in higher education.  

Qualitative investigation has also revealed much about the nuances of social 

media privacy and self-presentation. Many related studies have interviewed teens and 

young adults (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019; Boyd, 2008; Lincoln & Robards, 2017; 

Marwick et al, 2017; Pangrazio, 2019, Pitcan, et al., 2018; Xiao et al., 2020), while less 

qualitative work have looked at privacy and audience perceptions among adults (e.g., 

Brake, 2012; Kruse et al., 2018; Litt & Hargittai, 2016; Quinn, 2014) or among academic 

users (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). With regard to social media 

surveillance, qualitative studies have been fruitful with populations as culturally distinct 

as rural Appalachia (Hamby, et al., 2018) and as diverse as students at large universities 

(Duffy & Chan, 2019; Stuart & Levine, 2017). In a study most similar to the present 

research, Duffy and Chan (2019) used qualitative interviews to analyze the imagined 

surveillance phenomenon as experienced by Ivy League college students and recent 

graduates. In all of these cases, qualitative methods allowed researchers to explore the 
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nuances of privacy and surveillance experiences (cf. Ball, 2009; Ellis et al., 2016; Friesen 

et al., 2009; Lyon, 2017). Indeed, this is why privacy scholars have continued to call for 

more qualitative research to understand the nature and accomplishment of privacy on 

social media, including the role of surveillance (Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018; Quinn, et 

al., 2019). The present study contributed further qualitative findings in this area. 

This study did not seek to test hypotheses, determine correlations between 

variables, or use statistical analysis. These outcomes would require a quantitative 

research method (McCusker & Gunaydin, 2015). Therefore, the quantitative method was 

ruled out, as was a mixed-methods study, as these were not necessary or appropriate to 

address the stated research questions. By contrast, a qualitative study allowed the 

researcher to capture the perspectives of study participants and generate common themes 

to describe the phenomenon more clearly (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Wu, et al, 2016). In 

this case, the descriptions provided by academics generated themes that more richly 

described the imagined surveillance phenomenon in the context of higher education. 

Rationale for Research Design 

This study used a qualitative descriptive design to explore how academics 

describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. The 

descriptive design is most appropriate when, as in the present case, a comprehensive 

description of a phenomenon is the desired product (Sandelowski, 2000, 2010) and the 

description is to include the perspectives, opinions, attitudes, beliefs and experiences of 

the people involved (Bradshaw, et al., 2017; Percy, et al., 2015; Sullivan-Bolyai, et al., 

2005). In qualitative descriptive research, the phenomenon is explored among 
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participants within a particular group and context (Englander, 2019). The descriptive 

design was therefore well suited for this study. 

The research questions for this study askd how the phenomenon of social media 

self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance was perceived and practiced by a 

specific group of people. A descriptive study was best suited among qualitative designs to 

address such questions as this approach is used to highlight the relevant processes, 

perspectives, and worldviews of those involved (Caelli, et al., 2003), This was 

accomplished by identifying the who, what, where, and why of participants experiences 

(Neergaard, et al., 2009). The result of a qualitative descriptive design is a summary of 

the experiences in everyday terms that does not require the researcher to venture far from 

the data or engage in abstract interpretation (Lambert & Lambert, 2012). The qualitative 

descriptive study therefore produces results that can be particularly useful for informing 

policymakers and practitioners (Sandelowski, 2000). These qualities of the of descriptive 

design were ideal for the present study which aimed to produce a report that is valuable 

for understanding both the experiences of academics and informing policy in academia. 

Several alternative qualitative designs were considered and determined unsuitable 

for the study, including phenomenological, grounded theory, and narrative designs, as 

well as a mixed-methods approach. While qualitative descriptive research is rooted in the 

naturalistic tradition of deriving understanding from the subjective perspectives of both 

the participants and the researcher (Bradshaw, et al., 2017), the aforementioned 

alternative designs require stricter adherence to philosophical and epistemological 

assumptions with regard to interpretation of data (Caelli, et al., 2003; Kahlke, 2014). For 

example, phenomenological description assumes that the researcher can completely 
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bracket, or withhold, his own values and understanding of the phenomenon in order to 

describe the essence of an experience (Giorgi, 2012). Qualitative descriptive studies, 

however, recognize the researcher cannot avoid affecting the phenomenon or the 

investigation, and the researcher’s experience is central to the process (Bradshaw, et al., 

2017). Indeed, in the present case, the researcher’s own experience as a university 

professor was an asset in guiding this study.  

Similar qualitative designs, such as grounded theory and narrative designs, were 

also excluded from consideration. The goal of this study was not to develop a theory or 

ethnographic or cultural narrative (Doody & Bailey, 2016), and so the grounded theory 

and narrative designs were rejected. The case study and mixed-method designs were 

likewise excluded as these would increase complexity in data collection and analysis 

(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2009; Wu, et al., 2016) when the aim of this study was neither 

to examine specific, bounded cases nor to supplement the study with statistical analysis. 

In sum, as the present study aimed to develop a rich description of an understudied 

phenomenon in a distinct cultural context—that is, imagined surveillance as it relates to 

social media use in academia—a qualitative descriptive study was determined to be ideal 

for this purpose. 

Population and Sample Selection 

The target population for this study was academics in the United States. As noted 

by Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018), this term “refers to a diverse group of individuals 

who engage in scholarly activities beyond faculty members” (p. 4694). A broad definition 

of “academics” or “scholars” is reflected in related studies (Gruzd et al., 2012; Barbour & 

Marshall, 2012; Jordan, 2019b, 2020; Jordan & Weller, 2018a, 2018b; Kieslinger, 2015; 
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Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). In line with prior 

research, an inclusive definition of “academics” was suitable for the present study which 

was interested in the cultural context of academia as a community that consists of many 

different roles—for example, college faculty, researchers, graduate students, and 

administrators. 

Participants were qualified for this study based on the following inclusion criteria: 

(1) all faculty, researchers, administrators, and graduate students; (2)18 years of age or 

older, (3) who work at (or attend) a college, university, research center, or similar 

academic institution in the United States. “All faculty” means, as the term suggests, any 

faculty position, rank, full-time or part-time, on-campus or online. “Researcher” likewise 

refers to any person engaged in scholarly work with such an institution. “Administrators” 

is inclusive of those working in “academic careers” (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018) 

such as deans, directors, and administrative staff, as these individuals are integral parts of 

the higher education community and therefore aware of and subject to social norms in 

this context. Lastly, “graduate students” refers to doctoral or master’s level students who 

are included based on their mid-career status and particular investment in the academic 

realm above and beyond the typical undergraduate student. Allowances were made for 

participants who previously held one of these academic positions in the last five years, as 

this will qualify those who may have lost/left a qualifying role in response to the 

phenomenon under investigation.  

Participants’ personal use of social media platforms (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, 

YouTube, blogs) was a requirement for inclusion in this study. It was evident from the 

literature that social media self-presentation includes any behavior that is affected by the 
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salience of social media audiences, even in offline situations and when one is not using 

social media user (Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016). Additionally, non-

participation in social media may be a deliberate response to the phenomenon of 

imagined surveillance under investigation (cf. Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017) and thus is 

relevant to the research questions. The researcher made allowances for recruiting 

interview candidates based on specific social media practices, as was done by Duffy and 

Chan (2019) who sought out additional participants who used pseudonymous social 

media profiles. This strategy allowed the researcher to be responsive to emergent themes 

as interviews progressed, while not excluding potentially fruitful interviews with 

candidates who made an agentic choice to reject some or all social media. 

The sample was drawn in large part from members of two professional 

organizations for academics. The sample consisted of volunteers in the case of the online 

questionnaire respondents, and interviewees were recruited from those participants who 

volunteered either following the questionnaire or by contacting the researcher directly. 

The sample size and recruiting strategy are outlined in the following two sections. 

Qualitative Sample Size 

The researcher set out to obtain 12-15 interviews and at least 40 questionnaire 

responses for the study sample. Samples are typically smaller in qualitative research 

because statistical analysis and generalization of results are not the intended outcomes of 

these studies (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006; Ritchie, et al., 2003). Qualitative studies seek 

description, understanding, and meaning from data, and therefore utilize nonprobability 

samples of a size that is sufficient for achieving data saturation—commonly defined as 

the point where little or no new information is gained by the addition of more units 
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(Mason 2010). There is not a universally accepted standard for sample size for a 

qualitative study (Guest, et al., 2006), though qualitative samples are often less than 50 

(Ritchie et al., 2003). For the present study, the minimum total sample of 52-55 was 

consistent with established recommendations; however, the final sample of 106 

participants significantly exceeded expectations.  

The sample size also exceeded recommendations for achieving data saturation in 

similar studies of populations that share a common culture and understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation. In such cases, the logic of consensus theory (Romney, 

et al., 1986) finds that even small samples—as few as four individuals—can be sufficient 

in studies where the participants share a degree of expertise and “cultural competence” 

(p. 333). In the present study, participants shared a familiarity with the culture of higher 

education or academia.  

Consensus logic also supports the sample sizes that will be obtained through both 

data sources in this study. According to Jansen (2010), for example, the goal of a 

qualitative questionnaire is not to exhaust all possibilities, but rather to cover the relevant 

diversity within an “empirically-defined population which may comprise only a small 

number of units” (p. 8). Likewise, with regard to qualitative interviews, Guest et al. 

(2006) determined that saturation was achieved for a relatively homogenous cultural 

group after 12 interviews. Therefore, given the nature of the target population and study 

design, the sample size was more than adequate to achieve the stated goals.  

Recruiting and Sampling Strategy 

The researcher recruited a convenience sample using a volunteer strategy for the 

online questionnaire and initial interviews; and a snowball strategy was planned to 
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compensate for attrition and to target information-rich cases. The researcher obtained 

permission from “Site A” and “Site B” to serve as research sites for this study. The 

researcher contacted appropriate personnel at each research site to secure written 

permission. The purpose of the study, the participant inclusion criteria, and expectations 

of the researcher/research site were detailed in the signed permission letter according to 

IRB specification (Appendix A). Privacy measures were also described, including an 

agreement that the names of these organizations will be kept confidential in the published 

study results to protect the privacy of participants, members, and officers. Names of all 

participants were also anonymized, as well as any potentially identifying contextual 

information in written or interview responses. The researcher agreed to provide Site A 

and Site B with copies of the study results in aggregate; however, neither organization 

was given access to raw data or identifying information about participants. 

Site A was selected as research site because many of its members are current and 

former faculty, researchers, and university administrators who belong to this organization 

for its work on issues affecting academic speech and freedom. Likewise, Site B maintains 

a mailing list of academics who are concerned with, among other issues, protecting free 

speech on college campuses. The members of these organizations were therefore well-

informed and well-positioned to provide descriptions of the phenomenon under 

investigation. Neither organization was affiliated with a particular political party or 

ideology; however, sampling from these groups also allowed the researcher to capture 

politically important cases (Patton, 2015) since these academics held views that were 

potentially controversial in the present culture of higher education. This sampling 

approach was consistent with prior studies that have specifically identified a need to 
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examine the sociopolitical factors associated with academics’ social media use 

(Veletsianos et al., 2019) and experiences of “subpopulations of scholars targeted for 

harassment [on social media] and make relevant recommendations” (Veletsianos, 

Houlden et al., 2018, p. 4703). Site A and Site B members were among those who may be 

targeted in such ways, and these individuals were equipped to provide higher intensity 

and richly descriptive accounts of the phenomenon. 

Participants who completed the online questionnaire were volunteers that 

responded to a recruiting call sent to the organizations’ e-mail lists. The researcher wrote 

the text of the email that briefly identified the study as being about “Social Media Self-

Presentation of Academics,” and described the researcher’s interest in understanding 

“how academics think about sharing their ideas and opinions on social media, and any 

risks from social media.” This simplified description was intended to prevent any 

participant priming about the phenomenon of imagined surveillance, which is a term 

likely to confuse and/or influence recruiting and participant responses. The recruiting 

email included a link for participants to access the online questionnaire via 

SurveyMonkey (http://surveymonkey.com). Informed consent was presented on the first 

screen, and participants were required to affirm consent digitally before proceeding to the 

questionnaire. At the conclusion of the questionnaire, participants were given the 

opportunity to volunteer for an interview by entering an email address and/or phone 

number. The initial recruiting message also provided information about how to contact 

the researcher directly if interested in an interview on the study topic. 

Interviewees (n=20) were recruited from the questionnaire participants. The 

researcher contacted individuals who submitted email or telephone contact information at 
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the conclusion of the survey. The researcher then proceeded by recruiting additional 

informants through referrals, with a focus on including participants who may confirm or 

expand upon emergent ideas (Patton, 2015). For example, the researcher sought out 

volunteers who were targeted by surveillance or hostility on social media, as was 

suggested by Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018). The researcher recruited with interest in 

expanding the diversity of experiences reflected in the sample, such as one informant 

who taught at a Christian school which differed from the campus environments described 

by other participants. This approach also helped the researcher to recruit a sample with 

more demographic diversity. 

Secondary Recruiting Strategy. Should additional sampling be required, the 

researcher planned to utilize direct invitations of qualified candidates, including those 

who were identified by their public social media use. This strategy was used successfully 

in prior studies of academics’ social media in which the researchers observed and 

identified specific scholars (e.g., an active Twitter user or blogger) and sent private 

recruiting messages inviting their participation (Brake, 2012; Kieslinger, 2015; Stewart, 

2016; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). Approaching 

qualified candidates on social media is comparable to the traditional convenience 

sampling strategy of on-site recruiting, such as asking fellow scholars at a conference for 

their participation (cf. Gruzd et al., 2012). As Secor (2010) puts it, “Sometimes, if your 

research is on a group such as ‘all those who are using the wireless Internet in the park,’ 

you simply must approach people on the street and ask for some of their time” (p. 201). 

This researcher likewise intended to approach academics in the public “park” of social 
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media (e.g., Twitter, Instagram), including those who engaged in types of social media 

use of interest to the study. 

The researcher also planned to support the snowball sampling process through 

referrals from colleagues in his own network of fellow academics. This tactic was 

observed in similar qualitative studies with academic participants in which the 

researchers recruited their samples by referral through colleagues (Costa, 2015; Ferber, 

2017). Referrals were requested and collected from participants; however, the large 

number of volunteers received from the primary recruiting strategy made further 

snowball sampling unnecessary. 

Tertiary Recruiting Strategy. It was unlikely that the primary and secondary 

recruiting efforts described above would fail to yield the number of interviews (12-15) 

and questionnaire responses (40) estimated to answer the research questions; however, in 

the event that additional participation was required, the researcher had planned to 

circulate the recruitment message to his own social media followers. Sharing study 

information by social media and/or seeking re-shares is comparable to the social 

interactions leveraged in traditional snowball sampling (O’Connor et al., 2014). This 

approach is both cost effective and efficient for identifying qualified and eager 

participants in the event that additional participation is required.  

The strategy of informally sharing the recruiting message on social media was 

successfully employed by other researchers who advertised similar studies to their social 

media audiences. Often, these recruiting posts were spontaneously re-shared by 

colleagues, which spread the message to even larger audiences (Stewart, 2016; 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). For example, in their 
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study of academics’ encounters with online hostility, Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018) 

received little response to their initial email announcement, but they were able to find the 

majority of their participants after their recruiting call was shared on social media. This 

approach takes advantage of the natural efficiencies of social media for disseminating 

information to self-identified, interested audiences. For the present study, the researcher 

did not need to engage this tertiary strategy of recruiting via social media promotion. 

Sources of Data 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. Data was collected from semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. 

These instruments were developed by the researcher. The instruments collected data to 

answer both research questions. Additional data was collected on participant 

demographics, as well as for screening purposes. Research data sources are described in 

further detail below and followed by a description of the additional data collected from 

each participant. 

Research Data 

Research data for this study was collected using two instruments developed by the 

researcher: (1) semi-structured interviews, and (2) online questionnaires. The instruments 

were intended to capture the perceptions, experiences, and associated meaning expressed 

by study participants in everyday terms, which is consistent with the qualitative 

descriptive design (Lambert & Lambert, 2012). More specifically, the questions focused 

on the who, what, where, and why (Neergaard, et al., 2009) of the imagined surveillance 
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phenomenon. The researcher was guided in this process by prior research in the areas of 

online privacy and surveillance.  

There was limited research on the phenomenon of social media self-presentation 

in the context of imagined surveillance, whether generally or in the culture of higher 

education. The researcher therefore followed the established practice of developing 

interview and survey questions based on existing theoretical knowledge as well as some 

researcher experience in order to address the topic in ways that are most relevant to the 

target population (Rowley, 2014). To that end, question development was informed by 

some recent scholarly writing about social media surveillance of academics, including 

hostility and so-called “cancel culture” targeting college faculty, as outlined in the 

previous chapter. The researcher’s own understanding of the cultural context is derived 

from experience as a university faculty member in communications and information 

studies at a large research university. This background allowed the researcher to write 

and ask appropriate questions of academic participants that are intended that evoke 

information-rich responses. 

The two data collection instruments are explained in the following subsections. 

First, the interview protocol is described as the primary source of data for this study. The 

questionnaire is then outlined to highlight how it was used to complement the study as a 

secondary source of research data. 

Semi-Structured Interviews. The semi-structured interview protocol was 

developed by the researcher for this study. Interviews consisted of 11 planned questions 

and were expected to last approximately one hour. Several questions were based on those 

used by Duffy and Chan (2019) in a similar study of the imagined surveillance 



145 

 

phenomenon among university seniors and recent graduates. As stated by the authors, 

their questions addressed: participants’ initial use and changing experiences with social 

media platforms, perceptions of social media audiences, types of content shared or 

avoided, use of privacy settings or practices (e.g., use of “fake” profiles), reflections on 

“personal branding,” and perceptions of social media culture (Duffy & Chan, 2019). 

These topics were consistent with related qualitative studies of social media privacy 

and/or surveillance perceptions conducted with other populations (Adorjan & 

Ricciardelli, 2019; Hamby, et al., 2018; Kruse et al., 2018; Marwick, et al., 2017; 

Trottier, 2012; Stuart & Levine, 2017; Quinn, 2014). The researcher contacted the 

corresponding author of the Duffy and Chan (2019) study to request a copy of the 

interview protocol and permission to adapt it, which was provided (see Appendix D); 

however, as their study focused on undergraduate students, not all the questions were 

relevant to the present study population of academics. Some questions needed to be asked 

differently to address the target population, and additional questions were required to 

address more recent literature and discussion of the phenomenon in this context.  

Interview questions relevant to the RQ1 were aimed at understanding academics 

describe the construction of social media self-presentations in the context of imagined 

surveillance —that is, how they made sense of what is considered normal, appropriate, 

and expected to present about oneself in the cultural community of higher education. The 

interview protocol addressed these notions in terms of public visibility on social media, 

and, like Duffy and Chan (2019), by raising questions about using social media to craft a 

personal brand or marketable/acceptable public image. The researcher probed to find 

where participants learned about (or observed) the norms and tacit rules of social media 
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self-presentation, and to which audiences (including authority structures) self-

presentations are meant to appeal. Where the original protocol had asked undergraduates 

about social media monitoring by future employers (a major concern for students), the 

protocol was adapted here to ask more generally about monitoring of academics, 

including concerns about hostility from social media audiences (Veletsianos, Houlden et 

al., 2018). The researcher added probes to learn more about the increasing discussion in 

media and among some scholars about so-called cancel culture (e.g., Bouvier, 2020; 

Pilon, 2020). This term previously had no empirical definition, though it had been 

invoked often in connection with social media surveillance of academics. 

Additional questions related to RQ1 were based on emergent themes in recent 

literature. Some studies suggested that more academics had begun embracing—or 

encouraging—the overlap of personal and professional identities/audiences on social 

media, and especially on Twitter (Jordan & Weller, 2018b; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & 

Shaw, 2018). The researcher therefore added a question and probes to learn more about 

this possible trend. Other studies suggested that some academics viewed their social 

media followings as sources of influence or power at their institutions (Stewart, 2016; 

Stewart & Veletsianos, 2016). The researcher likewise added probes on this theme, as 

power dynamics are particularly relevant to the study of surveillance.  

Finally, a question was added to address RQ1 in terms of social media 

surveillance perceptions in offline settings. Recent studies found that social media 

surveillance remains salient offline—when the individual is not using social media, but 

others around might be—and this influenced self-presentation (Lavertu et al., 2020; 

Marder et al., 2016). This theme was relevant to concerns about suppression of academic 
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speech due to surveillance and hostility from social media (Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, 

Houlden et al., 2018). The researcher therefore added the question, “When you’re 

offline—like, when you’re teaching/in class—do you ever think what you say might be 

captured and posted on social media?” (cf. Marder et al, 2016). A corresponding follow-

up question was added to address RQ2, which was concerned with how imagined 

surveillance relates to social media self-presentation practices. That question asked 

academics if they have ever actually changed what they were going to say in an offline 

setting out of concern that their words could end up on social media. 

Interview questions further addressing RQ2 asked about how academics described 

the influence of imagined surveillance on their personal social media self-presentations. 

Following the Duffy & Chan (2019) protocol, the researcher asked participants to discuss 

which social media platforms they used regularly, what audiences they tried to 

communicate with on each, and any groups they tried to avoid. A key probe asked 

participants if their social media use had changed in the last few years and, if so, why—

this was an indirect way of inquiring into any concerns or motivations, including those 

related to increased visibility (i.e., imagined surveillance) from social media use. 

Likewise, the researcher adapted Duffy and Chan’s (2019) original protocol about the 

trend of using “fake” (i.e., pseudonymous) social media accounts as a way to avoid social 

media surveillance. A question was added to ask specifically about practices these 

academics would suggest in order to avoid potential risks of social media. Question 

probes also asked about self-presentation practices of academics on Twitter and other 

public-facing platforms (Stewart, 2016). These changes allowed the researcher to 

investigate emergent themes from recent literature. 
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The interview protocol was designed to consider the possibility of social 

desirability bias of participants. This term refers to the tendency to answer in ways that 

are perceived to be socially acceptable, particularly when asked about topics that are 

controversial or sensitive (Bergen & Labonté, 2020; Fisher, 1993; Krumpal, 2013; 

Larson, 2019). In the present study, the topic of social media surveillance within 

academic institutions may indeed be controversial. Therefore, indirect questioning was 

used in some cases to ask interviewees about broader cultural realities, rather than their 

private views and behaviors, which has been shown to elicit more honest and meaningful 

answers (Bergen & Labonté, 2020; Fisher, 1993). When asking about perceptions of 

surveillance, for example, the question was asked indirectly as, “Some colleagues have 

told me they’re concerned that their social media activity could be monitored by other 

people, or that they might face hostility over something they posted. What do you think 

about that?” In addition, the interview protocol called for the researcher to probe with 

follow-up questions, including relevant stories, to elicit richer descriptions (Bergen & 

Labonté, 2020). The complete interview protocol is found in Appendix D. 

Field Test Interviews. Field tests simulated the actual data collection and analyses 

procedures of the study; however, no data collected during field tests will be used in the 

study. A total of four field testers who resembled the target population were recruited. 

Field testers were academics matching the sample criteria (see “Population and Sample”) 

and located at three different institutions: one in the Northeast, one in the Southeast, and 

one in the Southwest United States. This approach allowed the researcher to test data 

collection and analysis in conditions matching those anticipated for the actual study.  
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Two field testers resembling the sample criteria were invited for interviews that 

were conducted, recorded, and transcribed in the exact manner outlined for the actual 

study (see “Data Collection Procedures” section). Test data was coded to identify 

meaning units in the participants’ responses, as is directed by the early stages of 

Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; see “Data Analysis Procedures”). The full 

thematic analysis procedure was not conducted as this coding was done for the purpose 

gauging the richness and quality of the test data. The researcher observed that the test 

interviews exceeded expectations for the amount and quality of the data produced. The 

semi-structured questions and probes prompted information-rich responses that targeted 

the research questions as intended. The researcher found the test participants were 

responsive and eager to react to the questions and the topic, and the researcher’s 

experience interviewing for prior projects in this area of study helped to support the 

process. Table 3.1 (below) presents a summary of the field tests and outcomes. 

Table 3.1. 

 

Field Test Outcomes 

Field 

Tester 
Test-Setting Duration 

Pages of Data 

(Single-spaced) 

Codes 

(Meaning Units) 

FT-1 Interview (Zoom) 62 min 19 108 

FT-2 Interview (Zoom) 42 min 15 98 

FT-3 Online Questionnaire 20 min 1.5 24 

FT-4 Online Questionnaire 25 min 3.5 64 

 

Interview field tests resulted in some minor revisions to the protocol based on 

tester feedback/response and the researcher’s reflexive notes. Some questions were 

reordered to match the flow the test interviews took in practice. While the interview was 

intended to be semi-structured, and so not necessarily conducted in a specific order, the 

test interviewers moved through the topics with a certain logic or natural progression, and 
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so the protocol was adjusted to better match this flow. Several concepts emerged as 

strong themes in both interviews—most notably cancel culture (raised early and often by 

the participants) and the role of the “screen shot” in monitoring and targeting individuals 

on social media. Questions and prompts were then added to investigate these themes 

more directly. The updated interview protocol used in this study can be found in 

Appendix D, while the original, pre-test version is available in Appendix H. 

Questionnaires. The questionnaire was developed by the researcher to 

compliment the data collection. The instrument consisted of 22 questions pertaining to 

research data, as well as three screening questions and five optional demographic 

questions. The questionnaire was anonymously self-administered using the Survey 

Monkey (surveymonkey.com) online platform, and it took approximately 10-15 minutes 

to complete. The questions addressed both RQs and focused on gathering more insight 

into understudied aspects of academics’ social media self-presentation (Appendix D). 

These data enhanced the study in two ways: First, the questionnaire responses, which 

were more numerous than the interviews, broadened the scope of the results and, while 

not generalizable, allowed the researcher to include a richer description of the 

phenomenon as experienced by a larger and more diverse subset of the target population. 

Second, the questionnaire responses helped the researcher target emergent themes to 

probe in more depth during further rounds of interviews. As this was a qualitative study, 

the questionnaire focused mainly on open-ended responses to question prompts which 

were thematically analyzed alongside interview data. 

The questionnaire began with informed consent and screening questions (see: 

“Additional Data” and “Data Collection” sections below) before participants were shown 
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the first set of questions to collect research data about their social media use. This screen 

presented a list of popular social media websites (or “apps”) and asked the participant to 

select which they used in a typical week, or to specify any apps not listed in the “other” 

comment box (“use” was defined in the question instruction to mean reading, watching, 

or posting on the social media site). Next, the first open-ended question was presented to 

ask participants if/how their social media use had changed in the last few years and 

prompts suggested possibilities such as starting/stopping use of any apps, changing 

privacy, or changing content shared. This question mirrored a key probe in the interview 

protocol. Participants were instructed to explain in a few sentences or more, and a large 

comment box was provided to suggest that an in-depth description is appropriate. 

The next screen introduced a subgrouping of questions aimed at collecting 

research data about academics’ perceptions about the construction of social media self-

presentations (RQ1). The section heading read, “I would like to repeat some things 

people have said about social media in Higher Education,” and asked the participant to 

indicate how strongly they agree or disagree with each. A series of statements were then 

presented along with a Likert rating scale for each— (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, 

(3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, (5) strongly agree. Each prompt was followed 

with a short, open-ended comment box asking participants to explain their answers. The 

prompts in this section reflected actual statements or paraphrases of common themes 

(e.g., “It is important for academics to be visible on social media,” “I try to keep my 

personal and professional identities separate on social media,” and, “Having a large social 

media following gives an academic more influence at their school”) which are derived 

from recent studies of academics’ social media use (e.g., Jordan, 2020; Stewart, 2016; 
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Veletsianos & Shaw; Veletsianos et al., 2019; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). These 

prompts also mirrored probes in the interview protocol and helped the researcher 

determine the relevance of these themes to the phenomenon. As this was a qualitative 

study, Likert scores were of some interest but not the goal; these questions were 

presented mainly as thought-provoking prompts for the open-ended responses. 

Maintaining the qualitative focus, the next two screens of the survey each 

contained a single, open-ended question. The participant was now assumed to be primed 

with some thinking about social media self-presentation and visibility to social media 

audiences after answering the previous questions. The first open-ended question therefore 

asked, “What are some opinions or ideas that would be popular for academics to share on 

social media?” This question was followed on the next screen by a similar question 

asking what opinions or ideas would be unpopular for academics to share on social 

media. The purpose here was to target the concept of “common morality” (Rest et al., 

2000) central to the theoretical framework of moral reasoning. Common morality is 

understood to reflect shared beliefs of what is considered normal, appropriate, or 

expected (and/or not allowed) in a cultural community. Therefore, the terms “popular” 

and “unpopular” were used intentionally to evoke a subjective judgement relative to the 

participant’s position in the community. A large comment box accompanied each 

question along with instructions to be as specific as possible. 

The next subgrouping of questions targeted academics’ perceptions of risks 

relative to the phenomenon of imagined surveillance on social media. The page was 

headed with the introduction statement that reads, “Next, I would like to repeat some 

things people have said about the risks of social media for academics,” and followed by 
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instructions for participants to indicate how strongly they agree or disagree with each. 

Once again, a Likert (1-5) rating scale was provided to serve as a thought-provoking 

prompt for the open-ended comment box accompanying each statement which asked 

participants to “please tell me more about your answer.” Statements on this screen were 

also derived from recent research about perceptions and practices of social media self-

presentation (RQ1 and RQ2), including studies on the extended chilling effect, which was 

found to prompt self-censorship (or prosocial conformity) due to the salience of social 

media audiences in offline settings (Lavertu et al., 2020; Marder et al., 2016). Prompts 

included, for example, “I am concerned that what I say in front of students might be 

posted on social media,” “When I was offline (not using social media), I changed what I 

was going to say because my words might end up on social media,” and “I have deleted 

social media posts because I wasn’t sure how they would be seen in the future.” The 

section concluded with prompts that asked participants if they agreed with more directly 

stated views that academics are monitored on social media, and that some academics are 

treated with hostility on social media. The purpose of these prompts was to elicit 

qualitative, free-text responses that allowed for a richer description of the imagined 

surveillance phenomenon among academics. 

The second research question (RQ2) was targeted on the next screen with an 

open-ended question aimed at probing how imagined surveillance influenced these 

academics’ social media self-presentation practices. The participant was asked, “Have 

you ever shared an opinion on social media even though you knew it could be 

unpopular?” (Yes/No/Unsure), and then to explain the answer in a large comment box. 

The goal here was to collect data on the reasoning process underlying whether the 
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individual acted to conform or deviate from the norms of the social community (personal 

interest, conventional, or postconventional reasoning; Rest et al., 1999, 2000). Responses 

to this question also helped to tease out the authority or power dynamics the individual 

attempts to navigate, which were key to the study of surveillance and the theoretical 

framework of moral reasoning. 

The questionnaire concluded with two final questions to gather research data on 

social media hostility toward academics, which related to both RQ1 and RQ2. The first 

was presented as a multiple-choice question asking if the participant had ever 

experienced hostility on social media. Options were provided to indicate yes/no answers 

for experiences with hostility personally, second-hand (i.e., harassment of a colleague or 

friend), or vicariously observing hostility toward other people (cf. Cassidy et al., 2015; 

Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). This question was followed by a large 

free-text box asking participants to share their experiences (if applicable) and to write as 

much as they like.  

Lastly, participants were asked, “How would you define the term ‘cancel 

culture’? Please be as specific as you can.” This approach was inspired by Quinn et al. 

(2019) who conducted a survey to define social media privacy that used a similar prompt 

to evoke free-text responses from participants that were useful for highlighting the 

nuances of users’ experiences with social media surveillance. The term “cancel culture” 

previously had no empirically supported definition, even though it was frequently used in 

connection to the surveillance and harassment of academics on social media. This 

question allowed the researcher to gather some of the first descriptive data on this term 

and to offer a working definition of a concept that was relevant to this study. To capture 
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any emerging trends or themes about the study phenomenon, participants were then given 

an opportunity to share anything else they would like to add before moving on to the 

demographic questions and finally departing the questionnaire.  

The questionnaire was designed with attention to the ordering of questions and 

how this affects participant responses. The researcher considered how certain prompts 

might key in participants to think about a particular topic and arranged the order to avoid 

influencing answers to key questions (Rowley, 2014). For example, the open-ended 

question, “How has your social media use changed in the last few years?” was presented 

first, and before subsequent questions that raised potential risks and concerns of social 

media use. This design was intended to simulate the flow of the semi-structured 

interviews in which the participants were allowed to speak freely on the topic before the 

researcher probes these themes. The ordering was also considered in terms of screening 

and additional demographic data, which is discussed below. 

Field Test Questionnaires. Two field testers were invited to complete the online 

questionnaire, and then each was asked for additional feedback on the questions and 

process involved. The data gathered from the questionnaires was useful for analysis, as 

was evidenced by the number of codes produced from this secondary data source (see 

Table 2 above), as well as the quality of the free-text responses as a compliment to the 

interview data. However, the researcher identified several items that were adjusted after 

the testing process.  

First, the researcher noticed that the initial tester skipped some questions that 

should have been set as “required,” and so this was immediately corrected. It was also 

discovered that the questionnaire took longer to complete than anticipated (approx. 20-25 
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minutes as compared to the estimated 15 min). According to tester feedback, this was the 

result of their wanting to provide detailed written comments to the questions. After 

speaking with the testers and comparing their responses to the results of the test 

interviews, the researcher determined that two questions could be removed from the 

questionnaire: (1) a question about using social media under a different/fake name, which 

was not fruitful in any test questionnaires or interviews, and (2) a question about avoiding 

certain groups on social media, which proved to be redundant.  

The field tests also led to the addition of a final, open-ended question to ask about 

anything else the participants wanted to add about social media. This optional question 

was added to the end as a way of identifying new themes and to support the goal of 

complimenting the primary interview data. Finally, feedback from the testers led the 

researcher to rephrase two questions to improve clarity. The final version of the 

questionnaire used in this study can be found in Appendix D, while the original, pre-test 

version is available in Appendix H. 

Additional Data 

Additional data was collected for participant screening purposes and to describe 

the sample demographics. These additional data sources are described below. 

Screening Data. The questionnaire and interview protocol both began with 

screening questions to verify that the individual was qualified to be a participant in this 

study. Qualified participants were: (1) All college faculty, researchers, administrators, or 

graduate students, (2) age 18 or older, (3) working at a college or research center in the 

United States in the last five years. These criteria were based on the broad definition of 

“academics” used in prior studies of social media use among this population (e.g., Gruzd 
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et al., 2012; Barbour & Marshall, 2012; Jordan, 2019b, 2020; Jordan & Weller, 2018a, 

2018b; Kieslinger, 2015; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018; Veletsianos et al., 

2019; see also, “Recruiting and Sampling” in this chapter). Screening questions therefore 

asked study candidates to identify their academic roles and fields of study. 

Demographic Data. Participants who took the online questionnaire or provided 

an interview were asked to complete a short (1-minute) series of questions to identify 

their ages, genders, ethnicities, and levels of education. These data were collected to 

describe the sample and to aid in understanding the study results. Age was asked because 

there was little empirical evidence in the literature regarding how age relates to 

experiences with social media surveillance or online hostility for academics; however, 

age was known to be a factor relevant to online privacy in the broader population (Kezer 

et al., 2016; Van den Broeck et al., 2015). Gender and ethnicity were asked because other 

scholars have suggested that these are significant to online hostility, or that the potential 

vulnerability of different demographic groups should be further explored (Cassidy et al., 

2015; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Education level was asked because this was 

associated with development and preference of postconventional thinking (Corcoran et 

al., 2020), which is a key component of the theoretical framework for this study. No other 

demographic information was deemed necessary for this study, and so no additional 

personally identifying questions were asked. 

Trustworthiness 

A number of strategies were applied to establish confidence, or trustworthiness, of 

this qualitative research. Lincoln & Guba (1985) defined trustworthiness in terms of four 

key elements: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Each of these 
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elements can be threatened by weaknesses in study design, sampling, data collection and 

data analysis (Shenton, 2004). In the following section, each element of trustworthiness 

will be addressed along with the steps taken by the researcher to minimize threats to the 

of the study results.  

Credibility 

Credibility is defined as the validity or truth of the research findings (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). In other words, credibility refers to how well a study reflects the reality of 

the phenomenon and addresses alternative explanations for what is observed (Patton, 

1999; Shenton, 2004). According to Elo et al. (2014), a credible study ensures that the 

experiences of participants are identified and represented properly. In this study, the 

researcher took steps to enhance credibility through member checking, triangulation of 

data sources, inclusion of rival cases, and researcher reflexivity. 

Member Checking. Member checking is a process by which interview 

participants are engaged to verify the accuracy of their responses. In this study, each 

interview participant was given an opportunity to review the written transcript of their 

responses for accuracy and to clarify their answers (Kornbluh, 2015). Member checking 

occurred after each interview. At the conclusion of the interview, participants were 

notified of the process and told to expect a follow-up email from the researcher that 

contained their interview transcript. The researcher transcribed interviews verbatim and, 

where appropriate, nonverbal data (i.e., long pauses or laughs) were included to indicate 

reactions to questions or topics (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Member check emails were sent 

to each participant as soon as their transcript is available, and participants were asked to 
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reply with any corrections or additional information. This process was used prevent 

errors and unintended misrepresentation of participant experiences. 

Triangulation of Data Sources. Data triangulation also enhanced credibility of 

the study. Triangulation is defined as including different sources of data and a wider 

range of participants to ensure a more complete description of the phenomenon as 

experienced by the target population (Shenton, 2004). Triangulation was achieved 

through the use of two different sources of data—interviews and questionnaires—and a 

broadly inclusive sampling strategy of academics in the United States. Online 

questionnaires allowed the researcher to include a larger sample than interviewing alone, 

while the sampling approach for interviewees allowed for greater attention to the 

diversity of the participants and experiences included in the study. 

Rival Cases. Credibility can also be threatened by the subjective nature of 

qualitative designs. The researcher was committed to reporting all relevant results of this 

study, including rival cases that conflict with patterns in the data. As Gliner (1994) stated, 

this does not mean that the researcher remains passive about disagreements but rather 

investigates the reasons why some participants’ experiences run counter to majority 

opinion. As Patton (2015) suggests, these rival examples will be presented as interesting 

points in the discussion. Rival cases, while outliers in the data, may also be considered 

important themes to report in the study results. As Braun and Clarke (2006) noted, 

thematic analysis of data does not require that a “theme” be prevalent in the majority or 

even a large minority of the data units—what matters is that the theme tells part of the 

overall story about the data and, most importantly, the experiences of the participants. 
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Rival cases were therefore included when they are significant to completing the full 

picture of the study results. 

Reflexive Commentary. The researcher also enhanced the credibility of the study 

by providing reflexive commentary. This term refers to the researcher’s notes and 

statements about the impressions and interpretations formed during data collection and 

analysis (Darawsheh, 2014), Such impressions include those derived from prior 

experience with the study topic and population, which, as Patton (2015) noted, is an 

essential tool in qualitative analysis. The researcher’s background as a university 

professor specializing in social media and digital communications allowed him to relate 

to the study participants (i.e., fellow mid-career academics) and the contexts they 

described. Reflexive commentary allowed the researcher to more accurately describe any 

interpretations made about academics’ experiences while using social media in the 

context of their higher education careers and professional identities. Reflexive 

commentary also gave insight into analyses or interpretations resulting from peer 

debriefing with colleagues, which is described further in the next subsection.  

Dependability 

Dependability is defined as the reliability of a research study—that is, whether the 

methods used can produce consistent and relevant results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

According to Tobin and Begley (2004), dependability is closely related to the concept of 

replicability, which is the ability to reproduce a study with similar outcomes. Qualitative 

studies, unlike randomized and statistical approaches, are specific to a sample of the 

population and therefore not replicable in terms of their exact circumstances; rather, only 

their procedures and processes can be repeated (Shenton, 2004). Dependability can be 
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enhanced, however, through efforts to ensure consistency of the data collection methods 

and providing an audit trail of methodological choices made by the researcher (Shenton, 

2004; Tobin & Begley, 2004). The researcher enhanced the dependability of this study by 

field testing data collection instruments and procedures, providing an in-depth description 

of all methodological approaches and decisions, developing a codebook as a record of 

data analysis, and peer debriefing to support the researcher in data analysis. 

Field Testing. Dependability of this study was enhanced by field testing the 

interview protocol and online questionnaire. Field testing is an effective strategy for 

refining the data collection instruments and procedures that is akin to the widespread 

practice of pilot testing the study (Dikko, 2016). Field testing allowed the researcher to 

correct any difficult or confusing questions in either instrument, determine if the time 

estimates and data output are within expected parameters, and whether the questions 

produce responses sufficient to address the research questions. Field tests were conducted 

in advance of this research study, and the results of field testing were incorporated into 

the final versions of the interview and questionnaire designs (see “Sources of Data” 

section for a description of the field-testing process for each instrument and a summary 

table of results). In addition, while the researcher had experience interviewing in other 

contexts, the field tests provided a valuable opportunity to practice and perfect the 

interview protocol adapted for this study.  

Methodological Description. All methods used to conduct this study are 

described in full detail throughout the research report to enhance dependability of the 

study. This was achieved by providing comprehensive descriptions of how all data was 

collected and analyzed, and how the overlapping methods of interviews and 



162 

 

questionnaires were used (Shenton, 2004). Extensive descriptions and rationale were 

provided for instrument design and development (see “Sources of Data); sample selection 

and recruiting strategy (see “Population and Sample”), data collection procedures (see 

“Data Collection and Management”), and data analysis plan (see “Data Analysis and 

Procedures”). In addition, the actual outcomes of these methods were outlined in detail 

when reporting the results of the study (see Chapter 4), along with the researcher’s 

reflexive commentary on how these procedures performed and any methodological 

adjustments that were made in the process of conducting the study (Darawsheh, 2014). 

Together, these methodological descriptions support dependability by providing the 

reader with an exhaustive picture of the entire study, and thus enhancing one’s 

confidence that the results are reliable and the procedures replicable. 

Codebook. Data analysis records were provided in the form of a codebook 

(Appendix E). A codebook is used to chart the themes, categories, and relationships 

between codes that are applied to the data, and to map how themes evolve from the codes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The codebook aids the reader in understanding what each code 

represents (Nowell et all., 2017). The codebook, along with narrative descriptions of the 

coding process (see Chapter 4) also demonstrates the researcher’s logic in coding and 

theme development by mapping the grouping, consolidation, and renaming of codes and 

themes as these unfold across the iterative phases of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  In addition, the researcher included an example interview transcript (Appendix F) 

so that a reader may evaluate the context in which responses were obtained. These steps 

ensure the transparency necessary for another researcher to audit and reproduce the 

conditions and procedures of the study. 
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Peer Debriefing. The researcher sought the input of other scholars throughout the 

development of this study, and peer debriefing continued to inform how the study was 

conducted and its findings reported. Peer debriefing, or peer scrutiny, refers to situations 

where the researcher obtains feedback from knowledgeable and experienced others over 

the duration of the research project (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). This process 

may “enable the researcher to refine his or her methods, develop a greater explanation of 

the research design and strengthen his or her arguments in the light of the comments 

made” (Shenton, 2004, p. 67). In the present case, the researcher received and integrated 

feedback from several academic colleagues—these included senior scholars with 

extensive experience in qualitative research—regarding the topic, theoretical approach, 

methods, and design of this study. The researcher also sought opportunities for peer 

debriefing by presenting early findings at an academic conference prior to publication. 

Transferability 

Transferability is defined as the applicability and relevance of the study findings 

to other populations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As Bassey (1981) pointed out, 

transferability is not equivalent to “generalizability” in the same sense as statistically 

significant results can be applied to a larger population; rather, transferability means that 

others may take the findings as applicable if they view the study situation to be similar to 

their own. Based on this definition, there are threats to transferability inherent in the 

design of this qualitative descriptive study. Since this study used a small sample of 

participants recruited for their experiences within a specific cultural context, the results 

may be less applicable to other populations and different social situations (Patton, 2015). 

The researcher attempted to mitigate threats to transferability in this regard by obtaining a 
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sufficient sample to achieve data saturation, which was supported by an inclusive 

sampling approach to the target population.  

Sample Sufficiency and Data Saturation. While this qualitative descriptive 

study utilized a nonrandom sample, transferability of findings was enhanced by a 

sufficient sample to achieve data saturation—that is, by collecting data until the point 

where additional data units yield little to no new information of relevance (Mason, 2010). 

For studies relying on interviews as primary data on a cultural group—as in the present 

study of academics working in higher education—saturation is frequently achieved at 

around 12 interviews (Guest et al., 2006), and with as few as four interviews when there 

is a higher degree of group consensus (Romney et al., 1986). The present study obtained 

20 interviews and 102 online questionnaires to complement the interviews; and this was 

more than sufficient to achieve data saturation. The full sample (n=106) exceeds the 

norm for comparable qualitative studies (Ritchie et al., 2003). Transferability was 

enhanced by allowing the researcher to produce not only a more complete description of 

the phenomenon but also a richly detailed report that will have resonance for the reader—

that is, a report with sufficient detail to facilitate vicarious understanding even for those 

who do not share the same situation or culture (Tracey, 2010). These outcomes were 

further supported by an inclusive sampling strategy, which is detailed next.  

Inclusive Sampling. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), naturalistic studies 

that use small and contextually specific samples involve a tradeoff whereby increasing 

internal validity (e.g., consistency of the sample) decreases external transferability. In the 

present study, for example, limiting the sample to academics with a specific role or set of 

traits (e.g., tenured faculty or professors with at least 500 Twitter followers) would in 
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turn limit the transferability of the findings to other academics who have somewhat 

different concerns (e.g., tenure-track faculty or those who purposely avoid social media), 

as well as their applicability to other populations and situations. To enhance 

transferability, the researcher instead struck a balance between internal and external 

validity by using inclusive sampling, which is defined as reducing exclusivity in the 

sampling criteria to recruit within “broader communities defined by shared culture, 

identity, history, geography, or purpose” (Roscoe, in press, p.5). Inclusive sampling 

involves reducing barriers to participation within a community—in this case, the 

academic community—and extends to considerations of access constraints such as 

distance, which was mitigated in this study by interviews via teleconferencing and online 

questionnaires, to include a wider swathe of possible participants who will in turn bring a 

broader range of experiences. Through an inclusive, community approach to sampling, 

the results of this study may be applicable to individuals, policies, and practices in more 

academic settings and professional contexts, as well as to future research on social media 

self-presentation and risks in the broader population. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability is defined as the objectivity of the study and the steps taken to 

minimize bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015). Triangulation of data is key 

component to confirmability as it helps to ensure the results reflect the experiences of the 

participants rather than the preferences of the researcher (Shenton, 2004). In the present 

study, triangulation was achieved by an online questionnaire that reached a broader swath 

of academics in the United States, in addition to interviews. These complimentary 
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approaches helped to prevent bias in recruiting and sampling while including a wider 

range of participant experiences into the study data. 

Detailed information about the coding process likewise enhanced the 

confirmability of this study. This information included charting the codes, their 

relationships, and prevalence, (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). The 

coding emphasized participant-offered terms and ideas whenever possible, and ample 

examples were presented for each in the results. The researcher’s own beliefs were 

bracketed out of the process to the extent possible, and reflexive commentary was 

provided whenever interpretations or judgements were made in the data collection or 

analysis (Shenton, 2004). Reflexivity was supported by keeping a journal, inspired by the 

example of Darawsheh (2014), which logged the researcher’s impressions and decisions 

in the midst of data collection and analysis. Through these steps, the reader is able to 

audit the objectivity of the methods, results, and conclusions of this study. 

Data Collection and Management 

This section will describe in detail the steps that will be taken for data collection 

and management in in this study. First, permissions and informed consent will be 

addressed. Second, recruiting and sampling processes are presented in three stages. Third, 

data collection procedures for interviews and questionnaires are outlined in full. Finally, 

steps for management and security of the research data are described. 

Permissions and Informed Consent 

Before any recruiting, sampling or data collection can begin, the researcher 

obtained approval to conduct the study from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 

Grand Canyon University (Appendix B). In preparation for IRB review, the researcher 
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completed all required documents, including the informed consent forms that must be 

signed by participants in this study. Separate versions of informed consent were 

developed for each data collection activity: (1) online questionnaire, and (2) interviews. 

Informed consent documents outlined the purpose and procedures of the study, privacy 

and data protection expectations, and participant rights, including the right to choose not 

to participate or to cease participation at any time without penalty. Informed consent was 

obtained from all individuals prior to their participation (Appendix C). Questionnaire 

participants, who accessed the instrument anonymously online via Survey Monkey 

(surveymonkey.com), affirmed consent by clicking “I agree” before proceeding to the 

questionnaire. Interviewees, however, returned signed informed consent forms by email 

in advance of their scheduled interview sessions. Further details on recruitment, flyer 

distribution, and accessibility of the online questionnaire are found in the section on 

“Recruiting the Sample” below.  

To prepare the study proposal, the researcher obtained signed permission letters 

(Appendix A) from two organizations (“Site A” and “Site B”) that agreed to advertise the 

recruiting message to their member lists. After IRB approval was received, the researcher 

communicated with the designated administrative contacts at Site A and Site B by phone, 

video conference, and/or email (as appropriate) to review the study information. These 

discussions included a review of the study purpose, inclusion criteria, privacy measures 

to protect the participants and the research sites, and any remaining questions. It was 

agreed that the names of the research sites would not appear in the research report or any 

subsequent publications; however, the sites did receive a copy of the study results in 



168 

 

aggregate. The researcher then worked with designated site staff to arrange an email 

announcement sent to the approved mailing list(s).  

The recruiting email(s) briefly identified the study and topic as being of potential 

interest to list members and included the study recruiting flyer provided by the researcher 

(Appendix G). The recruiting flyer was written according to the specifications of the IRB 

recruiting script to include a description of the study, list of activities in the study, 

information about voluntary participation and privacy in the study, how to join the study, 

and contact information for the researcher. A link to the online questionnaire was 

provided with the flyer, as was a request for interested interviewees to contact the 

researcher at the phone number or email address provided. The recruiting process is 

described in further detail in the next subsection. 

Recruiting the Sample 

Recruiting and sampling was conducted in three stages. The researcher began 

keeping a reflexive journal at this point to log decisions and impressions made in the 

process of data collection and analysis (Darawsheh, 2014). The first recruiting stage was 

a call for participation at the primary research sites. The second stage was planned to 

begin snowball sampling, if necessary, after stage one. The third recruiting stage (social 

media advertising) was not engaged, as it was not necessary to achieve a sufficient 

sample and data saturation. Recruiting stages are described in more detail below. 

Recruiting Stage One. Potential participants at Site A and Site B received a 

recruiting email with (1) a brief description of the study, (2) information about the 

inclusion/exclusion criteria, (2) a list of activities that are part of the research project, (4) 

a summary of study privacy and participant rights guarantees, and (5) information on how 
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to join the study. Potential participants were presented with two options to join: (1) a link 

to the online questionnaire, and (2) an interview with the researcher, with contact email 

and phone number provided for those who would like to volunteer. Individuals who 

clicked the questionnaire link were directed to the instrument on the SurveyMonkey 

website (surveymonkey.com). These potential participants were shown the informed 

consent document, which they were required to complete before viewing the 

questionnaire, as per IRB specifications. Participants affirmed consent by clicking “I 

agree” at the end of the consent screen before they will be allowed to proceed to the 

questionnaire, and those who do not affirm consent will be disqualified from the study 

and exited from the questionnaire (a detailed description of the questionnaire procedure is 

provided in the following subsection on data collection procedures). At the conclusion of 

the questionnaire, participants were given the opportunity to volunteer for an interview 

by entering an email address or telephone number. 

Potential interviewees received a welcome email from the researcher with the 

informed consent document attached for their consideration. This document outlined the 

interview activities: (1) one-on-one meeting with the researcher by online conferencing 

(e.g., Zoom software), or by phone (2) scheduled at a time of the participant’s choosing, 

(3) a follow-up email for the purposes of member checking, and (4) optional 

demographic survey. As interviews were not anonymous, the informed consent document 

also explained that signed consent documents must be returned in advance (by email or 

postal mail), and the procedures for storing and protecting identity information. Informed 

consent also issues notices about security of the third-party technologies that may be used 

(e.g., email, Zoom, e-signature apps) which are presumed secure but could not be 
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independently guaranteed by the researcher (see the subsection on data security). 

Participants who returned a signed informed consent document were scheduled for an 

interview. At that time, participants who had not also completed a questionnaire received 

the short demographic survey (Appendix D). 

Recruiting Stage Two. The second round of recruiting was informed by the 

outcomes of the first recruiting stage. After completing initial interviews (see the 

following subsection for data collection procedures), the researcher reviewed the number 

and quality of stage one participation. Considerations included the remaining number of 

participants anticipated to complete the sample, questionnaires received thus far, and the 

researcher’s reflexive journal on the outcomes of any interviews completed in stage one. 

These steps also identified possible early patterns, or meaning units (Braun & Clarke, 

2006), that may further inform the snowball sampling process. The researcher also 

considered any referrals received from stage one participants and colleagues.  

For stage two, the researcher contacted interview prospects through an email 

containing the recruiting message (Appendix G) and informed consent document for 

review. Recruitment was driven by the goal of obtaining information-rich or higher-

intensity cases (Patton, 2015), as well as those representing a diversity of backgrounds. 

Snowball sampling through referral and/or direct outreach was not used as the responses 

from the first recruiting stage provided more than enough volunteers.  

Recruiting Stage Three. The third round of recruitment was not engaged, as the 

first two stages yielded adequate numbers of interviews and questionnaires to achieve a 

sufficient sample and data saturation. At this stage, the researcher had intended to 

circulate the recruiting call as a social media message targeted at academics more broadly 
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(see also, “Population and Sample” section above). It was also anticipated that other 

academic social media users might re-share the recruiting post, as is customary on these 

platforms. Social media sharing of the study link did organically occur as some 

individuals posted the study information to their personal accounts. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection was conducted using two different data sources: (1) semi-

structured interviews, and (2) an online questionnaire. These data sources were field 

tested in advance of the study to ensure their appropriateness and efficacy (see the 

previous section on “Trustworthiness” for a full description of the field test process; see 

also, Appendix D). In the following subsection, the interview protocol is described from 

start to finish (see “Sources of Data” above for a detailed review of question development 

and rationale). The questionnaire procedure, which is self-guided, will then presented. 

Semi-Structured Interviews. One-on-one, semi-structured interviews were the 

primary source of research data on the phenomenon of social media self-presentation in 

the context of imagined surveillance. The researcher conducted 20 interviews to achieve 

a sample sufficient for data saturation in a qualitative descriptive study (Guest et al., 

2006). The researcher scheduled each meeting using Zoom software, or by phone if 

preferred by the participant; and these were conducted in a private location where the 

conversation cannot be overheard. At the start of each meeting, the researcher confirmed 

that a signed informed consent document was received (Appendix C) and asked if the 

participant has any questions before the researcher witnessed and signed the informed 

consent. The researcher then confirmed that the participant was comfortable with the 
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researcher recording the audio of the discussion before proceeding to turn on the 

recording feature. When these steps are completed, the interview was ready to begin. 

Interviews proceeded according to the semi-structured protocol developed by the 

researcher and lasted approximately 60 minutes. This instrument was based in part on the 

questions used by Duffy and Chan (2019) in a similar study of the imagined surveillance 

phenomenon (see “Sources of Data” above), and permission to adapt was received from 

the study’s corresponding author (Appendix D). Each interview was semi-structured so 

that the discussion could be guided by the planned questions, but the researcher adjusted 

to the responses and new information presented by the participant—this means that each 

interview was somewhat unique and did not proceed in the exact order or necessarily 

address every question, prompt, or probe. At the conclusion of the interview, the 

researcher checked that the participant had returned the optional demographic survey and, 

if not, remind them to do so. The researcher also explained the follow up process of 

member checking and asked about referrals of colleagues who might like to interview 

about the study topic. Then, if there are no further questions, the call was ended. 

After each interview, the researcher assigned the participant an ID code that was 

applied to the recorded file and all corresponding documents. The ID code was also given 

a pseudonym—a made-up name that was unlike the individual’s real name—for the 

purposes of transcription and quoting of responses in the research report. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim by the researcher after each session (Appendix F), which allowed 

for better comprehension and interpretation of the data during the iterative data collection 

process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Any identifying information in the transcript, including 

references that hint to the identity or location of the individual, were removed or altered 
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to protect privacy. The researcher also logged impressions of the interview in the 

reflexive journal. 

Interviews were scheduled and conducted until a sufficient sample was obtained 

to achieve data saturation. Saturation is defined as a point where little or no new 

information is obtained by further sampling, and this was expected to occur between 12 

and 15 interviews (Guest et al., 2006; Mason 2010). After 20 interviews, the researcher 

determined that saturation was achieved. 

Questionnaires. A questionnaire was developed by the researcher as a 

complimentary source of research data. Participants anonymously completed the self-

administered questionnaire on the Survey Monkey platform (surveymonkey.com; 

Appendix D). Potential participants who responded to the recruiting call by clicking the 

questionnaire were presented with the informed consent information, which was specific 

to the anonymous survey (Appendix C). This screen outlined the activities of the survey 

as requiring 10-15 minutes to complete and notified participants that, while they would 

be anonymous, they would be asked to answer some demographic questions. Privacy and 

participant rights information were then be described, after which the participant affirmed 

informed consent by clicking “I agree” at the bottom of the page. Individuals who do not 

affirm consent were not be able to proceed to the questionnaire. 

The online survey was designed to progress in an ordered sequence of questions. 

Participants were not able to return to previous screens after advancing to the next set of 

questions. Multiple attempts from the same device were not permitted. Qualified 

participants were all shown the same open- and closed-ended questions to answer, and in 

the same order (Appendix D). If a participant chose not to answer all questions, or to exit 
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the survey before the end, data from partial surveys was used in the study. After 

completing the survey, participants were directed to a “thank you” screen that also asked 

them to share the survey link with interested colleagues. 

The online questionnaire remained open throughout the recruiting stages (see 

above), until the number and quality of the responses indicated data saturation. Saturation 

is defined as a point where little to no new data is obtained through further sampling 

(Mason 2010). Saturation was determined after 102 questionnaires were received; and the 

online link was disabled at that time. 

Data Security Procedures 

Data collected for this study was private and securely stored by the researcher. 

Participant names and identity information, including informed consent documents, were 

saved on a secure, encrypted hard drive and stored inside a locked safe at the researcher’s 

home. Audio recordings of interviews (labeled under number codes) and other 

anonymized data (e.g., transcripts and survey responses) were stored on a second, 

encrypted hard drive and secured inside the locked safe. No one else has access to the 

secure safe, nor does anyone else have the encryption key to access the data on the hard 

drives. Documents received by email or other electronic means were transferred to the 

secure hard drives, locked in the safe, and deleted from their online repositories. Study 

data will be secured and retained for three years in accordance with IRB requirements. 

All data will be destroyed after three years, as per IRB requirements. 

Some communication and file transfers in this study were handled by third-party 

technologies that are presumed secure but cannot be independently audited by the 

researcher. Email, video conferencing (e.g., Zoom), and e-signature services (e.g., 
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DocuSign), for example, may be used by participants and/or the researcher; however, 

these technologies are each subject to their own privacy and security policies. The 

researcher included a statement in the informed consent documents directing participants 

to review and consider the privacy policies of any online services or “apps” they use, and 

to consider that IT administrators may have access to their workplace systems and other 

services. The researcher did everything possible, within reason and best practices, to 

ensure that participants communications are private and secure. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance. Two research questions were addressed:  

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

The two research questions guided the collection and analysis of data for this 

study. There were two data sources: semi-structured interviews and an online 

questionnaire. Both sources collected data to address RQ1 and RQ2. Coding of the 

qualitative data was aided by MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 2019), which is a computer 

program useful for managing large sets of unstructured qualitative data, such as interview 

transcripts. In addition to qualitative results, numerical summaries of closed-ended survey 

questions were tabulated, where applicable, to support the research report. Descriptive 

statistics were also be generated to describe the sample. 
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The following section details the data analysis approach and procedures to be 

used in this study. The researcher applied Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, 2020) to code, categorize, and interpret the key themes in the qualitative data. First, 

procedures for preparing and organizing the raw data will be explained. Next, Reflexive 

Thematic Analysis is introduced and explained as it was applied in this study. The 

specific data analysis steps will then be detailed. Finally, the procedures for numerical 

results and descriptive statistics will be stated. 

Data Preparation and Organization 

Raw data was prepared and organized prior to coding and analysis. Interview 

recordings were transcribed verbatim by the researcher immediately following each 

interview. Transcription included nonverbal or emotional expressions (e.g., laughs, long 

pauses, sighs) when potentially relevant to the meaning of the recorded response (Braun 

& Clarke); however, some instances of “um,” “like,” or other filler words (Laserna et al., 

2014) were removed to preserve the readability of the text. After a transcription, the 

participant was sent an email with the transcript document attached and asked to review, 

correct, or amend their responses, if desired (Kornbluh, 2015). Corrections and 

clarifications identified during member checking were incorporated into the transcripts.  

Data organization began with the raw data, as each interview was assigned a 

participant identification number (e.g., P-01, P-02, etc.) attached to all data and records 

(e.g., recording, transcript, demographic survey, or emails) associated with the individual 

participant. Each ID number was also assigned an accompanying pseudonym for 

interview participants—that is, a made-up name unlike the participant’s own name—

which will be used when referring to the individual or quoting his/her responses in the 
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study results. Interview transcripts were loaded into MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 2019), 

which is a computer program used for managing and coding large amounts of 

unstructured qualitative data. All data collected from the same participant were treated as 

a single “data instance” during analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Transcripts were 

organized and labeled by participant ID/pseudonym within the MAXQDA software. 

Questionnaires were also prepared and organized according to the individual 

participant, with each completed questionnaire representing a data instance in the 

qualitative analysis. Questionnaires were exported from Survey Monkey 

(surveymonkey.com) as text documents containing the full set of answers provided by 

each participant. Incomplete questionnaires were used if at least one open-text question 

was answered by the participant. Questionnaires submitted without open-text responses 

were used only in the numerical tallies of the closed-ended questions, and these were not 

exported for further analysis. Each exported questionnaire was assigned an ID number 

however, unlike interviews, the questionnaires were nit assigned a pseudonym. 

Raw data will be stored securely by the researcher for a period of three years. 

These data (interview recordings, questionnaires, and demographic surveys), along with 

identifying information (e.g., informed consent documents) were transferred to a secure 

hard drive and stored in a locked safe inside the researcher’s home. In compliance with 

IRB requirements, these data will remain accessible to the researcher should they be 

requested by a peer reviewer during the study and for three years following. After three 

years, these data will be erased and/or destroyed. 
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Thematic Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted according to the process of thematic analysis. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is used to identify, analyze, 

organize, describe, and report themes in the data that address the research questions and 

research topic. Thematic analysis is particularly well suited for analyzing the perspectives 

of research participants to find their similarities and differences, and to reveal new 

insights into their experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al, 2017). This approach 

is highly flexible since it is not tied to a specific epistemological or theoretical 

foundation. Thematic analysis allowed the researcher to describe the data—and the 

experiences of study participants—in a way that is realistic, meaningful, and relatable. 

Thematic analysis was applied in this study from a “contextualist” perspective. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis can be used for studies with a 

wide range of epistemological assumptions from positivist/realist to social constructivist. 

The “contextualist” approach is noted by the authors to mean an epistemological 

perspective situated “between the two poles of essentialism and constructivism” which is 

used to “acknowledge the ways individuals make meaning of their experience, and, in 

turn, ways the broader social context impinges on those meanings” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 81). A contextualist interpretation was compatible with the theoretical 

foundation of this study, which is moral reasoning theory (Rest et al., 1999, 2000). Moral 

reasoning is concerned with the meaning-making and decision-making processes 

underlying individual behavior and the shared “common morality” that informs these 

patterns of thinking within a social community. Thematic analysis, therefore, was ideal 

for data analysis in this study. 
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Coding Logic. The flexibility of thematic analysis requires that the researcher 

state the logic that will guide the data coding and theme generation process. Braun and 

Clarke (2006) explain that, while there are no hard and fast rules, logical approaches to 

thematic analysis can be generally described as either “inductive” or “theoretical” 

analyses. Inductive analyses produce codes and results that emerge organically from the 

data. Theoretical analyses, on the other hand, are framed by the theoretical foundation 

and specific research questions during the coding process, and “provide less a rich 

description of the data overall, and more a detailed analysis of some aspect of the data” 

(p. 84). The researcher used an inductive approach to the thematic analysis, since the 

purpose of this study was to explore how academics in the United States describe their 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance—a phenomenon 

that was not well defined and thus did not warrant a priori determination of codes or 

testing of particular theoretical models. The inductive thematic analysis was nonetheless 

guided by the two research questions. 

Coding was guided by each research question. While coding in relation to RQ1, 

the researcher was interested in identifying meaning units relevant to academics’ 

construction of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Codes therefore highlighted perceptions such as audiences, appropriateness, and 

expectations relative to academics’ social media visibility and identity performance. 

When coding in relation to RQ2, the researcher highlighted codes that suggested ways 

that the phenomenon influences social media self-presentation, or specific practices and 

the thought processes by which they are motivated. These codes also related to themes in 

the moral reasoning theoretical framework, including any descriptions of the “common 
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morality” perceived by the participants, as well as behaviors that suggest motivations of 

personal-interest, conventional, or postconventional reasoning (Rest et al., 2000). As this 

was an inductive thematic analysis, themes that did not fit the theoretical frame or data 

patterns were not excluded or ignored—on the contrary, these were taken to represent 

potentially important findings and included in the results and discussion. 

Thematic analysis was conducted across the entire corpus of data. Interview 

transcripts were analyzed separately from open-ended questionnaires; however, each 

source of data was analyzed according to the same, six-phase process. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) named these phases as: (1) familiarizing oneself with the data, (2) generating 

initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming 

themes, (6) producing the report. Each of these phases will be explained in more detail 

below, as well as how the researcher will approach each phase in this study. 

Phases of Thematic Analysis 

This section will outline the thematic analysis procedure that will be used by the 

researcher to complete this study. The following six phases were defined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006, 2020). Each phase is supported by recommendations from other scholars, 

including those from Nowell et al. (2017), which are aimed at conducting a trustworthy 

thematic analysis. In this study, thematic analysis proceeded as follows: 

Phase 1: Data Familiarization. In the first phase of analysis, the researcher 

become familiarized with the data. Familiarization began with preparation and review of 

the data collected. The process of writing the research report also began in this first stage 

while the researcher made note of ideas and potential coding schemes (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). In addition, data management, including code-naming of files and secure storage, 
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began in this stage as well (Nowell et al., 2017). Interviews and questionnaire responses 

were coded separately, but thematic analysis of each data set followed the same logic and 

process and contributed to a shared codebook.  

Interview Data. Interviews were transcribed by the researcher. Transcription is 

part of the Phase 1 process to allow the researcher to become more familiar with the data 

and begin to form early impressions of patterns and themes (Bird, 2005; Lapadat & 

Lindsey, 1999). After transcription, interviews were read and re-read by the researcher 

for clarity and correctness, and to enhance familiarity with the complete data set. 

Impressions, questions, and early interpretations that come to mind during this 

familiarization process were recorded in the researcher’s reflexive log. All interview 

transcripts were then loaded into MAXQDA software and prepared for coding. 

Questionnaire Data. Questionnaire responses were exported from the Survey 

Monkey software. Responses were organized according to the individual (anonymous) 

respondent, which means that all answers from the same respondent were copied into one 

document—in other words, an individual’s completed questionnaire was treated as the 

data instance (Braun & Clarke, 2006), rather than organizing the data from many 

respondents into groupings by question. Exported questionnaires were then read and re-

read to enhance familiarity with the data set, and impressions and early interpretations 

were logged in the researcher’s reflexive journal. Finally, questionnaire documents were 

loaded into MAXQDA for coding. 

Phase 2: Systematic Coding of Data. In the second phase of analysis, the 

researcher began working systematically through the entire corpus of data, beginning 

with coding of all interview transcripts, and then separately coding the complete pool of 
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questionnaire responses. The purpose in this phase is to code specific statements that 

represent “meaning units,” or basic pieces of data that appear relevant to the phenomenon 

and/or research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher was loosely guided in 

the coding process by RQ1 (looking for meaning units that suggest perceptions of the 

phenomenon) and RQ2 (looking for suggestions of practices related to the phenomenon); 

however, the coding was allowed to unfold as organically as possible from the data. 

Codes have clear and distinct boundaries—rather than overlapping meanings—however 

sections of the text can be coded under as many codes as are relevant during this stage. 

Coding was performed in MAXQDA software to maintain organization, beginning with 

the complete set of interview transcripts, and then proceeding to a separate coding round 

with the complementary questionnaire data. A common code book was created to 

document the results of these processes (Appendix E). Together with the researcher’s 

reflexive journal, the code book will provide a record of the analysis procedure. 

Phase 3: Generate Initial Themes. In the third phase of analysis, related codes 

were grouped into potential patterns, or themes. All data had now been coded and a long 

list of codes was produced. The researcher then began to organize the codes into potential 

categories of related meaning. Braun and Clarke (2006) state that the researcher may use 

a “semantic” or “latent” approach to defining what constitutes a theme. The semantic 

approach looks for themes “within the explicit or surface meanings of the data” while the 

latent approach considers the “underlying ideas, assumptions, conceptualizations—and 

ideologies” that inform the semantic content (p. 84, emphasis in the original). The authors 

note that this is not necessarily an either-or choice; however, analyses that adopt a realist 
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epistemology skew toward the semantic, while constructivist analyses skew toward latent 

meanings in forming themes. 

The researcher, having adopted a hybrid “contextualist” approach, focused mainly 

on the semantic meaning of codes and themes which were taken to reflect individual 

meaning-making and experience at face value. Indications of social and cultural factors, 

however, such as relevant ideologies and power dynamics, were considered and noted. 

This approach was consistent with the theoretical framework that is concerned with 

thought patterns and moral reasoning which are both individual and socially informed 

(Rest et al, 2000). As in the previous phase, the researcher’s reasoning process and 

decisions were noted in the reflexive commentary. 

The code book is expanded during Phase 3 to include the themes that emerged 

from this grouping process. A “thematic map,” or chart, was created to identify the early 

themes and their relationships (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As suggested by Nowell et al. 

(2017), the researcher also maintained miscellaneous codes in case these became relevant 

again. to capture these reactions and implied impressions in the thematic analysis.  

Phase 4: Develop and Review Themes. The fourth phase consists of scrutinizing 

the possible themes identified from the previous steps. This review was a vetting process 

of candidate themes to determine if each reflected a coherent pattern and consisted of 

enough supporting data (Nowell et al., 2017). The researcher proceeded by considering 

each theme in terms of Patton’s (2015) concepts of internal homogeneity and external 

heterogeneity—that is, whether each theme consisted of meaning units/extracts that were 

sufficiently alike, and whether each theme was sufficiently different from the other 

themes. Following the steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), the researcher began 
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with examining the coded extracts within each theme for volume and coherence, and then 

eliminated, adjusted, or consolidated themes accordingly. The researcher next reviewed 

the entire corpus again to ensure the remaining list of themes captured the overall picture 

of the data (according to the research questions) and coded any overlooked units that 

applied to refined themes. 

Re-Coding Interviews. As noted in Phases 1 and 2, interview transcripts were 

coded separately from questionnaire responses; however, these data sources contributed 

codes and themes to a shared codebook. Interviews provided the primary data for this 

study and were therefore coded first. Questionnaires were collected as complimentary 

data, and were likewise coded second, which means that coding of questionnaires sought 

to identify what else could be gleaned from the larger pool set of written responses. 

During the Phase 4 review of themes, the researcher looked any codes or themes that 

appeared only in the questionnaire (complimentary) data, and then returned to interview 

coding for additional evidence of complimentary themes which may have been missed in 

the early coding. 

Re-Coding Questionnaires. After re-coding of the interview transcripts, 

questionnaire responses were also re-coded, as described above. Once again, any codes or 

themes that were only supported by the questionnaire (complimentary) data were noted 

and re-checked to determine the extent of the supporting evidence. Themes that appeared 

in one data incident (e.g., only one person’s answer to one questionnaire prompt) were 

still be considered relevant to report in the study results (Braun & Clarke, 2006); 

however, themes with limited support, and the researcher’s rationale for inclusion, were 

noted in the reflexive journal at this stage and described as such in the written results. 
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Phase 5: Define and Name Themes. During this phase, the researcher developed 

detailed descriptions that described the essence of what each theme was about and which 

aspect of the data each captured. As suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006), the 

researcher wrote theme descriptions that go beyond paraphrasing the content of the 

themes to explain the portion of the “story” each will capture about the data. In so doing, 

it was necessary to consider the individual themes, any subthemes that make up their 

internal meaning structures, and the relationships between themes. This process also 

included naming the themes and, as suggested by Nowell et al. (2017), the researcher 

utilized the participants own words as theme names to the extent possible while 

maintaining clarity and conciseness. By the end of this phase, the researcher was able to 

describe each theme in a few sentences. The researcher then produced a table of results, 

as suggested by Nowell et al. (2017), with themes, subthemes, and exemplar quotes 

Phase 6: Produce the Report. The results of the thematic analysis are reported in 

Chapter 4 and discussed in terms of conclusions and recommendations in Chapter 5 of 

this dissertation. As recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006), the researcher wrote a 

report of the thematic analysis that tells the “complicated story” of the data “in a way that 

convinces the reader of the merit and validity” of the analysis (p. 93). The researcher 

achieved this by providing a logical and informative account of the themes to address the 

research questions. RQ 1 was addressed first and answered according to themes that 

demonstrated how participants made sense of social media self-presentation in the 

context of imagined surveillance. In accordance with the theoretical framework of moral 

reasoning theory (Rest et al., 1999, 2000) these themes will tell the story of the “common 

morality,” or shared understanding of what is appropriate and expected of academics who 
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are visible on/to social media. This reporting was supported with vivid examples and 

quotations to demonstrate the diversity of views captured in the analysis. 

Next, RQ2 was answered with themes that demonstrated how imagined 

surveillance influenced practices of social media self-presentation for these academics. 

As discussed in previous sections, these themes referred not only to academics’ own 

activities on social media but also to behaviors shaped by the possibility of being visible 

to other people on social media. These themes were also related to the cognitive schemas 

that are part of the moral reasoning framework, where applicable, which included choices 

or actions motivated by personal interest, maintaining norms, or postconventional 

thinking (Rest et al., 1999, 2000). Once again, these themes were supported with rich 

descriptions of the experiences described by participants and using their own words 

whenever possible in quotations. The reported results were, however, more than a 

presentation of data, as is described below. 

Thematic analysis is performed with the purpose of producing an information-

rich, analytical narrative. As Braun and Clarke (2006) stated, the report should not only 

list the data and examples but “make an argument in relation to your research questions 

(p. 93, emphasis in the original). This was achieved by returning to the original 

theoretical and empirical literature that informed the study to support the findings 

(Nowell et al., 2017). The researcher related, compared, and contrasted the findings to the 

results of prior studies of academics’ social media use as well as the extant literature on 

social media self-presentation and social media surveillance. Lastly, numerical data from 

the closed-ended questionnaire items and demographic data was used to support and 

describe the examples provided, as is discussed next. 
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Numerical Data 

The study report includes support from the tabulated results of some questionnaire 

responses. As this study used a qualitative methodology and descriptive design, statistical 

data about the phenomenon were not calculated, nor was it possible to do so from the 

sample or instruments utilized (McCusker & Gunaydin, 2015). However, simple tallies of 

closed-ended question responses are presented to further describe the experiences of the 

study participants. The researcher provided, for example, the number or percentage of 

respondents who indicate they “agree” or “strongly agree” with a particular statement if 

these details are relevant to the data analysis. These numbers are shared in the narrative 

and as accompanying figured so that the reader is able to see the results of questionnaire 

prompts that are relevant to understanding the data analysis. Numerical results were 

generated from the Survey Monkey software (surveymonkley.com) and/or tallied as sums 

in Excel. Numerical data was not calculated or analyzed using any other mathematical or 

quantitative software. 

Descriptive Statistics 

The researcher also presents statistics to describe the demographic makeup of the 

sample. The researcher collected limited demographic data at the conclusion of each 

online questionnaire and interviews. These questions asked participants to identify their 

ages, genders, ethnicities, education levels, and academic roles. No other demographic 

data were deemed necessary for this study and so no further identifying information was 

collected or reported. With the exception of questions about academic roles and age (over 

18 years), which were used for screening purposes, demographic questions were optional 

for participants. Descriptive statistics regarding the sample were generated from the 
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Survey Monkey software and/or tabulated in Excel, and these data were not analyzed 

using any other type of quantitative program or analysis. 

The research report includes summary tables of sample demographics to 

accompany the results of this study. Where appropriate, the researcher also refers to 

simple quantifications related to demographics, such as the number of women vs. men 

respondents in certain question areas—some studies have suggested that women report 

online hostility in greater numbers, for example (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). 

Demographic data and numerical results are not reported as statistically significant, 

correlative, or predictive; rather, they are merely descriptive of the data and informative 

in the discussion of results relative to prior studies. 

Ethical Considerations 

This study posed minimal known risk to participants. This study, like all research 

involving human participants, was conducted in accordance with the principles outlined 

by the Belmont Report (1979) and with approval from IRB at Grand Canyon University 

(Appendix B). In addition, the researcher was vigilant to protect against any unforeseen 

ethical conflicts, biases, or harm to participants. This was achieved through attention to 

the principles of autonomy, beneficence, and justice (Orb et al., 2001). Autonomy means 

that the researcher ensures that participants were given the right to issue informed 

consent and allowed to maintain personal agency throughout the study. Beneficence 

refers to the researcher’s commitment to doing good—and no harm—including the 

protection of participants’ privacy and personal wellbeing during the study. Justice refers 

to the researcher’s attention to fairness for all parties involved, which includes a 
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commitment to prevent bias and sensitivity to the diversity and potential vulnerability or 

any individuals or groups who participate. 

The researcher took steps to ensure the ethical conduct of this study at every 

stage. Ethical considerations related to data collection, analysis, and reporting were:  

• Participation in this study posed minimal risk to participants.  

• Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to any study activities 

or data collection (Appendix C). Interviewees signed and returned informed 

consent before the interview was conducted. Questionnaire respondents (who 

were anonymous) affirmed informed consent by clicking “I agree” on the first 

screen before advancing to the online questionnaire. 

• Informed consent documents were created separately for each data collection 

method, as was required by IRB.  

• Informed consent explained the purpose and activities of the study, and that 

participation was voluntary and could be refused or withdrawn without penalty. 

• Informed consent notified individuals of how their personal information would be 

used and who would have access to it, which included the researcher, committee, 

reviewers, and IRB at GCU. 

• Participants were notified to review the privacy policies of any third-party email, 

online services, or “apps” they may use, as these cannot be independently secured 

by the researcher. 

• The researcher allowed participants to skip any questions which are difficult or 

discontinue participation with no questions asked. 

• Data would not be used from participants who choose to withdraw; however, no 

participants withdrew from this study. 

• Questionnaires were completed anonymously, and the identities of online 

respondents will never be known to the researchers.  

• Interviews were confidential, and data was anonymized.  

• Participants were assigned numerical codes and transcripts were anonymized. 

Reported results use pseudonyms for interview participants, other individuals, or 

organizations mentioned. 
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• Site authorization letters provided transparency about the nature of the study, 

recruiting criteria, and privacy expectations for participants and the organizations 

(Appendix A).  

• Research sites were provided copies of the IRB-approved informed consent 

documentation, as well as contact information for the IRB.  

• The names of the research sites were not included in the published results.  

• Research sites only received copies of study results in aggregate. No access to 

study data will be shared. 

 

Ethical considerations related to privacy and data security are:  

• Personal information, including informed consent documents, were kept 

confidential and stored securely on an encrypted hard drive in a safe at the 

researcher’s home.  

• Anonymized research data was stored on a separate hard drive, under lock and 

key in the researcher’s home when in use, and in the locked safe when not in use.  

• Electronic or physical documents that could identify participants were transferred 

to the secure hard drive, and then deleted from online repositories or shredded. 

• All data will be held securely by the researcher for a period of three years in 

accordance with IRB requirements.  

• After three years, electronic data will be deleted using a secure and irretrievable 

disk erasure process, and physical documents will be shredded. 

 

Ethical steps taken to prevent bias are:  

• The researcher made every effort to withhold personal bias, beliefs and prior 

assumptions so these do not interfere with any aspect of this study (Giorgi, 2012).  

• The researcher’s own background and perceptions cannot be eliminated entirely, 

however, and so reflexive commentary is provided in the research report along 

with a rich description of all methods and interpretations made so that the study 

and its conclusions can be evaluated (Shenton, 2004).  

• The researcher allowed all interviewees the opportunity to review (or “member 

check”) their interview transcripts and offer corrections or additional information. 

• The researcher reported results that fairly and accurately reflected the experiences 

of participants, and which are supported by sufficient evidence. 
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Assumptions, and Delimitations 

This study, like all research, had assumptions and delimitations that must be 

stated. As described by Theofanidis and Fountouki (2018), assumptions are items 

accepted to be true without established proof, while delimitations are choices made by the 

researcher that may impact the outcomes and transferability of the study. In the following 

section, assumptions are stated and addressed, followed by an explanation of the 

delimitations of this study. 

Assumptions 

This section lists the assumptions of this study. Assumptions refer to a priori 

beliefs about methodology, design, or the research topic (Sim et al., 2018). The following 

assumptions may impact the trustworthiness of this study: 

• Qualitative research assumes that findings will not be generalizable beyond the 

sample and context(s) examined. Nonprobability samples in qualitative studies 

cannot provide generalizations or predictions about the broader population; 

however, results are said to be transferrable—that is, applicable in other contexts 

when determined to be relevant by readers (Bassey, 1981; Tracy, 2010). Results 

of the present study therefore reflect only its limited sample of academics in the 

United States and not the full range of experiences across higher education or 

among adults in other social contexts. The researcher attempted to minimize the 

impact on transferability and applicability of the results by including detailed 

descriptions of the events and contexts shared by participants (Shenton, 2004; 

Tracy, 2010). A descriptive report allows readers to better interpret and apply the 

findings to other research, policy, or practice in related situations. 

• It was assumed that the convenience sample recruited for this study was reflective 

of the target population.  However, since a convenience sample is recruited based 

on availability and willingness to participate, the researcher cannot know how 

well the sample represents the distribution of traits and experiences within the 

target population (Etikan et al., 2016). In the present study, for example, the 

sample of academics was recruited primarily from the memberships of two 

academic professional associations that focus on issues related to the study topic. 

Members of these organizations were likely to be qualified and interested to 

participate; however, it is possible that some participants may be more aware of 

certain issues, or express views/experiences that differ from the general 

population of academics in the U.S. The researcher mitigated the impact on 
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transferability by collecting a large sample. The researcher has also taken an 

inclusive approach to the participation criteria open to many different roles within 

higher educations, which is consistent with prior studies with this population (e.g., 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). This inclusive approach enhanced the diversity 

of the sample to better reflect a broader swathe of experiences within academia. 

Transferability will still be impacted by this strategy, however, as the inclusive 

approach will limit the ability to address particular academic roles (e.g., tenured 

vs. non-tenured faculty) or demographic groups that may have relevance.   

• It was assumed that analysis of interview data reflected the reality of the 

phenomenon. Interviews are the predominant data source in qualitative research 

and are used in the vast majority of studies, even as there is ongoing discussion 

among qualitative researchers as to whether interview data should be considered 

to reflect participants’ experiences from a realist or constructivist perspective 

(Silverman, 2017; Whitaker & Atkinson, 2019). Any epistemological assumption 

has consequences for the transferability of findings. For example, a realist 

approach may lessen the applicability of findings for people or cultures that 

experience them differently, while a constructivist approach could limit 

applicability only to those who described the experience. Braun and Clarke (2006) 

suggest that the researcher should state the adopted epistemological perspective to 

mitigate the effects of these assumptions on transferability. For the present study, 

the researcher applied a “contextualist” view, which interprets data as reflecting 

reality at face value while also acknowledging that social contexts may inform 

participants’ responses. This allowed the researcher to present the statements of 

participants as evidence of their real experiences while allowing the reader to 

understand the sociocultural factors (e.g., power and political dynamics) that may 

inform or shape the study participants’ views and interpretations. 

• It was assumed that participants in this study were truthful in their responses to 

questionnaires. According to Chandler and Paolacci (2017), while recruitment of 

online convenience samples is now a widespread practice in psychological 

research, it is understood that anonymous online participants sometimes 

misrepresent themselves or their qualifications. Misrepresentation rates are higher 

when recruiting rare groups, and particularly when offering payment for 

participation, as people may lie to gain access to the study. Although this 

assumption is typical for similar studies, the researcher has tried to minimize it by 

recruiting directly from qualified groups of academics, and without offering 

payment, rather than by recruiting from so-called “professional” survey-takers on 

paid services like Amazon MTurk (Chandler & Paolacci, 2017). Also, as noted by 

Landrock and Menold (2016), less-truthful responses were found in surveys when 

conducted face-to-face (Landrock & Menold, 2016). Therefore, this study further 

minimized this possibility by conducting an anonymous online survey. 

• It was assumed that participants in this study accurately described their 

perceptions and practices with regard to the phenomenon. Research in cognitive 

psychology has determined that people engage in an “editing process” to make 

their responses more socially desirable (Holtgraves, 2004). The possibility of 
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social desirability bias is therefore commonly anticipated in both quantitative and 

qualitative research, and particularly in studies dealing with sensitive topics 

(Bergen & Labonté, 2020; Krumpal, 2013). However, qualitative studies that use 

interviews for data collection, as in the present case, have an advantage of 

minimizing social desirability bias by increasing participant cognitive load—that 

is, giving the participant more to think about—which can make it more difficult to 

engage in deception (Stodel, 2015). In the present study, the researcher attempted 

to minimize this issue by utilizing indirect questions whenever possible (Fisher, 

1993). This technique suggests asking participants to say what they think about 

experiences generally, such as those described by people like them. 

Delimitations 

This section lists the delimitations of this study. Delimitations are choices made 

by the researcher or stakeholders that place boundaries on the study that may impact the 

outcomes and transferability of the research (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). The 

following delimitations are identified for this study:  

• The researcher chose to utilize a qualitative descriptive study design. This 

decision was based on the need to provide an empirical description of a 

phenomenon that is not well understood (Sandelowski, 2010). While the design is 

appropriate to the study goals, it will limit the transferability as qualitative data 

are not generalizable to the population like statistical data. 

• Interviews were chosen as the primary source of data for this study. This approach 

necessarily limits the sample. There is no universal standard for qualitative 

sample size, qualitative studies commonly use samples that are fewer than 50 and 

interviews are often 10-15 in number (Guest et al., 2006; Ritchie, et al., 2003). 

The researcher minimized this delimitation by utilizing two data sources for 

triangulation (Shenton, 2004). An online questionnaire was chosen as a 

complimentary source of data that allowed the researcher to expand the sample to 

meet or exceed the typical size for a qualitative study. 

• The sample was recruited largely from the membership of academic professional 

organizations in the United States with missions and members interested in the 

study topic. This approach achieved two objectives: (1) broadly recruiting 

academics from the U.S. population, and (2) recruiting well positioned informants 

with information-rich cases (Patton, 2015); however, the participants may possess 

certain knowledge or biases that are not transferable to the general population. 

The researcher attempted to minimize this possibility by recruiting a large pool of 

participants and including rival cases in the discussion of results where applicable. 

• The researcher chose to apply reflexive thematic analysis to analyze the study 

data. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), theoretically guided thematic 
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analyses may not reflect the full “story” of the data, but rather they are meant to 

answer the research questions and may therefore involve only part of the overall 

data. The researcher has stated and described this methodological decision, which 

means that some codes and themes that do not address the research questions may 

not be included in the reported results.  

Summary 

This study was conducted using a qualitative descriptive design to explore how 

academics in the United States describe their social media self-presentation in the context 

of imagined surveillance. Qualitative method was chosen as most appropriate to 

investigate an understudied phenomenon (social media self-presentation in the context of 

imagined surveillance) that is subjective in nature as this study did not seek to quantify, 

test hypotheses, or correlate variables, but rather describe the experience of participants 

in context (Patton, 2015; Yilmaz, 2013). The descriptive design was ideal to produce the 

desired outcome of a comprehensive description of the experience of a particular group 

and cultural context (Caelli, et al., 2003; Sandelowski, 2000). In this case, the study 

examined experiences of academics in the cultural context of higher education. 

The target population for the study was academics in the United States, which was 

defined to include faculty, researchers, administrators, and graduate students. This 

definition is consistent with prior, related research of academics’ social media use that 

applied a similar, broad definition of academic roles within higher education (e.g., 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). The sample consist of 106 individual academics, with 

20 interviews and 102 questionnaires. This sample exceeded established norms for 

qualitative samples, which are typically less than 50 (Ritchie, et al., 2003). Recruiting of 

the sample was completed by email to the research sites’ mailing lists and resulted in 

ample participation to complete the study. 
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Data was collected through interviews and questionnaires. Semi-structured 

interviews were the primary source of data for this study. All data collection and 

management procedures adhered to requirements outlined by IRB, including the 

acquisition of informed consent. Data collection instruments and procedures were field 

tested for accuracy and efficacy prior to data collection. The interview protocol was 

developed by the researcher and based in part on questions used Duffy and Chan (2019) 

in the study that operationalized the phenomenon of interest. An online questionnaire was 

developed by the researcher as a complimentary source of research data. This tool, which 

was anonymously self-administered on Survey Monkey (surveymonkey.com), allowed 

the researcher to include a broader range of academics into the sample and to probe for 

more data on emergent themes in the topic area. Additional data was collected in the form 

of screening and demographic information to describe the sample.  

Data analysis was performed on interview and free-text questionnaire responses 

with thematic analysis. The process was guided by the six phases of Reflexive Thematic 

Analysis described by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2020) which involve iterative review, 

coding, and categorization of data themes. Analysis was further guided by the theoretical 

foundation of moral reasoning theory (Rest et al., 1999, 2000) and aimed at addressing 

the two research questions in this study. A codebook and reflexive journal provide a 

record of the analysis process. Results of the data analysis are presented using ample 

examples and quotations from participants, as well as tables to visualize themes. 

Next, Chapter 4 will report the findings of the data analysis procedures described 

above. The report outlines the data collected and recounts the analysis procedures to 

demonstrate how themes were generated in answer to each research question. Findings 
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are then presented in a detailed narrative with examples to describe the phenomenon of 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance as experienced by 

the academics who participated in this study. through interviews and questionnaires.  
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States described their social media self-presentations in the context of 

imagined surveillance. Previous studies suggested that anticipation of surveillance from 

social media audiences, and particularly encounters with unintended or hostile audiences, 

was related to changes in social media use and self-presentation (Ferber, 2017; Honeycutt 

& Freberg, 2017; Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Veletsianos & Shaw, 

2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019); and these findings necessitated further research to 

understand academics’ experiences with monitoring, scrutiny, or harassment from social 

media audiences. The study of surveillance required consideration of the nature and 

source of the monitoring, its perceived norms, expectations, and consequences, as well 

the influence that surveillance perceptions had on individual practices (Rest et al., 1999; 

Lyon, 2017). This study therefore sought to answer two research questions: 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-presentations 

in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

A note of clarification is required about the phenomenon of interest; that is, social media 

self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. As detailed in previous 

chapters, “imagined surveillance” refers to notions of potential watchers, or agents who 

might access one’s information and disclosures, invited or otherwise, and the outcomes 

associated with these eventualities which may have positive or negative consequences 
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(Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017). Imagined surveillance, then, should not be read to 

suggest perceptions of monitoring that are imaginary or unrealistic in an overcautious or 

paranoid sense. Imagined surveillance more accurately refers to the kinds of surveillance 

and/or intentions of surveillance agents that are in mind when one is deciding on what to 

say or how to behave. Likewise, in this context, social media self-presentations are not 

merely the expressions one makes while posting on social media, but any behavior 

performed under the potential gaze of social media users—for example, on a college 

campus where students, rather than faculty, may record statements and share them with 

online audiences. RQ1 is therefore concerned with describing the nature of the imagined 

surveillance, including its sources, perceived expectations of those watching, and the 

social norms surrounding these that factor into construction of speech and behavior for 

these academics. RQ2 is then focused on describing the behaviors and strategies these 

academics have adopted in response to imagined surveillance vis-à-vis social media. 

To accomplish this study, a qualitative descriptive design was used. Qualitative 

research is most useful for examining experiences with phenomena from a subjective or 

interpretive perspective (Patton, 2015; Ponterotto, 2005; Yilmaz, 2013). As the present 

study was concerned with the meaning-making and reasoning processes that influenced 

self-presentation behaviors in the context of imagined surveillance—an inherently 

subjective experience—the qualitative method was most suitable for exploring a 

phenomenon that was not well described in the empirical literature and thus not easily 

quantified. The descriptive design was likewise most appropriate for the goal of 

producing a comprehensive description of the phenomenon based on the perspectives of a 

particular group of people in a specific context (Englander, 2019; Sandelowski, 2000, 
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2010). In the present study, the target population of academics represented a specific 

group with experiences reflecting the distinct culture of higher education. Rich data 

collected from qualitative surveys and interviews were analyzed to generate descriptive 

themes relevant to phenomenon in that context in answer the research questions. 

There were no significant changes to the research or design discussed in the 

preceding chapters; however, some contingency plans were not utilized in the recruiting 

of participants. As described in Chapter 3, the researcher prepared a three-phase approach 

to ensure a sufficient sample, beginning with recruiting calls to the mailing lists of two 

research sites and, if necessary, followed by snowball sampling and broader recruiting 

efforts on social media. The initial recruiting calls received a very strong response and 

higher levels of participation than anticipated—much more, in fact, than was necessary to 

complete the study. As a result, the planned snowball sampling and social media 

advertising stages were not utilized; however, the recruiting flyer or link was organically 

shared by others to their own social media. As a result, additional academics may have 

learned about the study from their friends and colleagues and decided to participate. 

These outcomes did not impact the research design and likely enhanced the study by 

producing a larger sample reflecting more diversity of backgrounds and experiences. 

Results of the data analysis are presented in this chapter. First, the process used to 

prepare the data is outlined and descriptive statistics are provided on the demographic 

makeup of the participants in this study. Next, the data analysis procedures are detailed to 

explain how coding was conducted, with examples to illustrate the reflexive process by 

which the researcher generated the resulting themes. A narrative presentation of these 

results follows for each research question, using quotations from interviews and 
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questionnaire responses to support and describe each theme according to the experiences 

of the participants. Lastly, a discussion of the study limitations concludes the chapter. 

Preparation of Raw Data for Analysis and Descriptive Data 

Prior to analysis, raw data gathered from online questionnaires and interviews 

were organized and prepared. During this process, descriptive statistics were also 

tabulated to create a profile of the participants in this study. The process of preparing 

these data is described in the following section. Descriptive statistics are then reported.  

Preparation of Raw Data for Analysis 

The data collection period for online questionnaires was approximately one 

month, beginning with recruiting from Research Site A and proceeding with a call to 

Research Site B two weeks later. Research sites A and B were professional associations 

for academics with mailing lists of scholars from across the United States. Sampling 

procedures were adequately conducted as proposed and yielded a sample that was more 

than sufficient to complete the study. A total of 111 questionnaires were received online 

via SurveyMonkey software. There were 19 incomplete questionnaires of which nine 

were discarded for insufficient data (e.g., no questions answered). The remaining 

incomplete questionnaires were included in the study, as these contained at least some 

usable data (e.g., closed- or open-ended responses to some questions). The final set of 

questionnaires (n=102) was then exported for qualitative analysis. Each questionnaire 

was assigned a Participant ID to represent an individual participant as the unit of analysis. 

Although this study is qualitative, the questionnaire contained a series of closed-

ended survey questions intended to function as prompts for written responses. Closed-

ended (quantitative) questions consisted of three subsections on (1) personal social media 
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use, (2) social media in higher education, and (3) social media risks. All 102 respondents 

answered the first subsection; 100 respondents answered the questions in section one and 

two; and 93 respondents answered questions in all three subsections (see Table 4.1 for a 

summary of questionnaire data collected). Results of quantitative questions were 

tabulated in SurveyMonkey and exported. While it was not possible to express the 

statistical significance of these results or determine correlations between variables, nor 

was it the researcher’s intention to do so, these survey results were used as 

complimentary data to enhance trustworthiness of the study and support the qualitative 

analysis. To the extent possible, the researcher also created filters for demographic 

factors (e.g., sex, ethnicity, academic role) to observe potential differences, though these 

differences could not be taken as predictive or representative of any group. 

Qualitative (open-ended) responses were the focus of the questionnaire. All 102 

respondents provided an open-ended response to the first subsection of questions related 

to personal social media use and recent changes. Remaining qualitative questions 

received varying response rates, averaging 72 written responses in subsection two and 52 

in subsection three (see Table 4.1 for a summary of questionnaire data). Qualitative 

responses to each question ranged from one sentence to a paragraph in length. Open-

ended responses were exported from SurveyMonkey as text documents, each associated 

with a corresponding participant ID, and imported into MAXQDA for coding.  
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Table 4.1. 

 

Questionnaire Data Summary 

No. Section Description Type 
Closed 

Responses 

Open 

Responses 

Q-01 - Informed Consent Closed 102 - 

Q-02 - Academic position Demo 102 - 

Q-03 - Academic field Demo 102 - 

Q-04 1: SM Use Social media personal use Closed 102 - 

Q-05 1: SM Use Changes in personal social media use Open - 102 

Q-06 2: SM in Edu Academics should be visible on SM Mixed 100 73 

Q-07 2: SM in Edu Separate personal/professional on SM Mixed 100 68 

Q-08 2: SM in Edu Overlap of personal/prof. on SM Mixed 100 55 

Q-09 2: SM in Edu Academics share personal issues on SM Mixed 100 65 

Q-10 2: SM in Edu Academics solve problems on SM Mixed 100 63 

Q-11 2: SM in Edu Large SM following gives influences Mixed 100 59 

Q-12 2: SM in Edu Popular opinions for academics to share Open - 97 

Q-13 2: SM in Edu Unpopular opinions for acad. to share Open - 97 

Q-14 3: SM Risks I think about who views my SM Mixed 93 41 

Q-15 3: SM Risks Deleted social media posts Mixed 93 48 

Q-16 3: SM Risks Concerned students may post to SM Mixed 93 53 

Q-17 3: SM Risks Changed what I was going to say offline Mixed 93 38 

Q-18 3: SM Risks Academics’ speech is monitored on SM Mixed 93 45 

Q-19 3: SM Risks Academics treated w/ hostility on SM Mixed 93 43 

Q-20 3: SM Risks Shared an unpopular opinion on SM Mixed 93 61 

Q-21 3: SM Risks Experienced hostility on SM Mixed 93 49 

Q-22 3: SM Risks How would you define cancel culture? Open - 93 

Q-23 - Additional comments Open - 53 

 

Interviews were the primary data source for this study. Field tests were conducted 

prior to data collection and subjected to early-stage thematic analysis to test the 

effectiveness of the interview protocol and relevance of the data produced (see Chapter 3, 

Trustworthiness, for more information about the field-testing procedure). The tested and 

finalized protocol was then used to conduct 20 semi-structed interviews with volunteers 

from both research sites, as well as four referrals who were invited to enhance the 

diversity of backgrounds and experience in the sample as part of the inclusive sampling 
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strategy. Most interview participants first completed questionnaires (n=16) and then 

volunteered to be interviewed by submitting contact information. Research and 

demographic data from participants who completed both a questionnaire and an interview 

were unified to represent a single unit of analysis. Four participants completed interviews 

only, and in those cases a separate demographic survey was administered that mirrored 

that section of the online questionnaire. Interviewees were selected on a volunteer basis 

and selection of volunteers was guided in part by the inclusive sampling strategy aimed at 

recruiting scholars of diverse academic and personal backgrounds. No participants 

withdrew from the study at any stage, and all interviews were included in the data set. 

Interview data preparation began with transcribing the audio recordings of each 

session verbatim. The researcher served as the only transcriber to aid with data 

familiarization and to protect the privacy of participants. The median interview duration 

was 60 minutes, with the shortest interview at 43 minutes and longest at 96 minutes. The 

average transcript was 16.5 pages, single-spaced in Times New Roman, 12-point font 

(see Appendix F for sample transcript). A total of 331.5 pages of data were produced 

from interviews. Table 4.2 provides a full accounting of interview data.  

Transcripts were returned to each participant for member checking as a measure 

to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. All interviewees reviewed and confirmed the 

accuracy of their transcripts; and one participant (P-67) replied with an additional written 

response expanding on previous answers, which was appended to the transcript. After 

member checking, each transcript was matched with its corresponding participant ID 

code or assigned one in cases where no questionnaire was submitted (n=4) and labeled 

with a pseudonym for use in the narrative presentation of results (see “Descriptive Data” 
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subsection below for a list of interview participants). Finally, all transcripts and 

questionnaires were loaded into MAXQDA software in preparation for coding. 

Table 4.2. 

 

Interview Data Summary 

ID Duration Transcript Codes Coded Segments 

P-002 96 min 25.5 pages 69 175 

P-004 90 min 25 pages 39 65 

P-006 61 min 19 pages 71 144 

P-016 43 min 11.5 pages 72 113 

P-019 50 min 13.5 pages 75 120 

P-046 50 min 13.5 pages 41 66 

P-047 60 min 15 pages 57 105 

P-067 49 min 19.5 pages 76 109 

P-079 72 min 19.5 pages 73 158 

P-083 60 min 18 pages 84 157 

P-085 67 min 18 pages 106 204 

P-086 50 min 16 pages 58 89 

P-087 60 min 15.5 pages 54 101 

P-090 62 min 12.5 pages 58 135 

P-093 65 min 13 pages 62 98 

P-099 60 min 13 pages 66 98 

P-103 55 min 12.5 pages 49 78 

P-104 68 min 17 pages 67 125 

P-105 55 min 12 pages 57 131 

P-106 71 min 22 pages 76 142 

Note. All interviews were conducted in July and August 2021 via Zoom video 

conferencing. Transcripts are typed in 12pt. Times New Roman font and single-spaced. 

Participants who did not complete a questionnaire are listed in italics. 

 

Descriptive Data 

Descriptive statistics were compiled from the demographic portion of the 

questionnaire and a matching demographic survey given to interviewees. These questions 

were optional and used for the purposes of describing the characteristics of the study 

participants, as detailed in Sample Profile 
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In total, 106 academics participated in this study. The sample was balanced by 

sex, with 45 women (42.4%) and 48 men (45.3%). Four participants indicated a 

preference not to identify a sex (3.8%) and nine skipped the question (8.5%). Participants 

were also asked to identify an ethnicity, and 86 individuals (81% of the sample) chose to 

provide this information. Among this group, white scholars (58%) were overrepresented 

as the predominant ethnic category with other/multiple ethnicities (9.4%), Black/African 

American (7.5%), Hispanic (4.7%) and Asian/Pacific Islander (0.9%) also reported. This 

result was anticipated and reflected the ethnic breakdown in the target population of 

career academics. According to a recent report by the American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences, for example, doctoral degree holders in the United States are predominantly 

white across academic fields of study (Humanities Indicators, 2019). Table 4.3 provides a 

full ethic breakdown of the sample. 

Table 4.3. 

 

Ethnicity of the Sample 

Ethnicity No. Percent of Sample 

Asian / Pacific Islander 1 0.94 

Black / African American 8 7.54 

Hispanic / Latino / Latina 5 4.71 

White / Caucasian 62 58.49 

Other / Multiple Ethnicity 10 9.43 

Prefer not to answer 9 8.49 

No answer given 11 10.37 

Note. Participants who chose “other” identified ethnicities that included “white and American 

Indian”, “Jewish”, “indigenous and white”, and “black and white”. 

 

Age data were received from 92 participants (87% of the sample). The age of 

participants ranged from 31-68 years with an average age of 49.6 years, reflecting a 

sample of experienced scholars largely at the middle to senior levels of their academic 

careers. Academic roles were identified by all 106 participants. Most participants (69.8%) 
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work as faculty at a college or university in the United States. The remainder of the 

sample consisted of doctoral students (25.5%), a small number of administrators, other 

graduate-level students, and one scholar affiliated with an independent research center. 

Table 4.4 lists all academic roles represented in the sample.  

Table 4.4. 

 

Academic Roles of Participants 

Academic Role No. Percent of Sample 

Faculty, tenured 47 44.33 

Faculty, tenure-track 11 10.37 

Faculty Emeritus 4 3.77 

Lecturer 6 5.66 

Adjunct Faculty 6 5.66 

Administrator 2 1.88 

Doctoral Student 27 25.47 

Law Student 1 0.94 

Graduate Student 1 0.94 

Independent Scholar 1 0.94 

 

All participants provided information about their fields of study. Nearly half of 

the sample identified the social sciences (48.1%) as their disciplinary affiliation. Other 

fields represented in the sample were the humanities (20.7%), natural and applied 

sciences (13.2%), business and professional studies (16.9%), and one academic librarian. 

This sample was therefore consistent with prior studies of scholars’ social media use that 

found academics in the social sciences and humanities are overrepresented on these 

platforms (Costas et al., 2020; Jordan, 2019b; Ke et al., 2016). As expected, this sample 

of scholars was also highly educated, with the majority holding doctorates or terminal 

degrees (69%). The remainder of participants held master’s degrees (22%), while ten 

participants provided no answer (9%) about highest level of education. 
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Finally, the participants in this study were largely social media users. All 

questionnaire respondents (n=102) provided information about the social media apps 

used in a typical week. Most popular were Facebook (74.51%), YouTube (57.84%), 

LinkedIn (45.1%), Twitter (37.25%), and Instagram (36.27%). Use of so-called academic 

social network sites ResearchGate (20.59%) and Academia.edu (12.75%) was 

comparatively lower. Several participants who marked “other” indicated use of Gab, 

Parler, MeWe, and Telegram, which are emerging platforms marketed as free speech 

alternatives to Facebook and Twitter. Table 4.5 presents all social media apps used by 

this group of academics. 

Table 4.5. 

 

Social Media Use of Participants 

Social Media Platform / App No. Percent of Sample 

Facebook 76 74.51 

YouTube 59 57.84 

LinkedIn 46 45.10 

Twitter 38 37.25 

Instagram 37 36.27 

ResearchGate 21 20.59 

Pinterest 15 14.71 

Academia.edu 13 12.75 

TikTok 12 11.76 

Wordpress 10 9.8 

Reddit 9 8.82 

Snapchat 7 6.86 

Medium 1 0.98 

Other 11 10.78 

None of the above 5 4.90 

Note: Participants who marked “other” specified use of Gab, Parler, MeWe, and Telegram, which 

are emerging platforms promoted as free-speech alternatives. 

 

Interview Participants. Academics interviewed for this study (n=20) represented 

a diversity of institutions, disciplines, backgrounds, and experiences. Among these 11 
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men and 9 women were 16 full-time faculty at private or public universities and colleges 

distributed throughout the Northeastern, Southern, Midwestern, and Western United 

States. Their ages ranged from 36-67 years, and the average age of interviewee was 49.5 

years. One interviewee (P-103, Vera) declined to provide an age. Table 4.6 provides a 

full listing of interviewees. 

Table 4.6. 

 

Interview Participants 

Pseudonym ID Age Sex Rank / Academic Role Discipline / Field 

Bernard P-085 49 M Professor (Tenured) Social Science 

Beverly P-104 66 F Associate Professor (Tenured) Business 

Carmen P-087 46 F Associate Professor (Tenured) Natural Science 

Curtis P-004 67 M Lecturer Humanities 

Darby P-002 56 F Associate Professor (Tenured) Humanities 

Henry P-105 47 M Associate Professor (Tenured) Humanities 

James P-006 64 M Professor (Tenured) Humanities 

Janet P-047 49 F Doctoral Student Social Science 

Keaton P-093 48 M Professor (Tenured) Humanities 

Leslie P-099 39 F Assistant Professor (Tenure Track) Natural Science 

Marshall P-083 36 M Assistant Professor (Tenure Track) Social Science 

Parker P-106 43 M Associate Professor (Tenured) Business 

Paul P-086 53 M Professor (Tenured) Humanities 

Regina P-090 45 F Assistant Professor (Tenure Track) Natural Science 

Roger P-016 41 M Law Student / Adjunct Business 

Rose P-046 51 F Doctoral Student Social Science 

Shelby P-067 47 F Associate Professor (Tenured) Social Science 

Thomas P-019 50 M Professor (Tenured) Social Science 

Vera P-103 -- F Independent Scholar Humanities 

Winston P-079 43 M Associate Professor (Tenured) Social Science 

 

Faculty consisted of 12 tenured professors (five full professors and seven 

associate professors), three assistant professors on the tenure track, and a full-time 

lecturer. The sample also included a law student who teaches as an adjunct, two doctoral 

students, and one independent scholar. Social sciences and humanities were well 
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represented, as in the larger sample, but the interview group also included three 

professors in the natural sciences and three in business and professional studies fields. 

Pseudonyms were assigned to each interview participant for use in the narrative 

presentation of results that follows. To further ensure anonymity, these scholars are listed 

here according to their disciplinary categories, rather than specific areas of study, and 

descriptors of their institutions (e.g., region, size, public or private) are not provided. 

In summary, the participants in this study were described as mature scholars at the 

mid to upper levels of their academic careers. The sample contained a balanced 

representation of men and women and was reflective of the ethnic demographics of the 

broader academic community. A large majority were users of social media apps. The 

subsample of interview participants contained largely tenured and experienced faculty. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Research data were analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA). This 

process followed the method and guidance outlined by Braun and Clarke (2020) for 

coding the data, organizing codes into groups or initial themes, and finally, generating 

“rich, complex, non-obvious themes” that together form a narrative description of 

participants’ experiences with the phenomenon of interest (p. 332). RTA is an inductive 

and interpretive process, unconstrained by predetermined coding schemas, and, as its 

authors argue, it should not be seen as a process for confirming evidence of preconceived 

themes; rather, themes are to be developed through the process of coding, not as 

summaries of codes or tallies of their prevalence, but as the output of the researcher’s 

engagement with the data, patterns, and meanings observed. RTA is a six-phased process 

of (1) data familiarization, (2) systematic coding, (3) generating initial themes, (4) 
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developing and reviewing themes, (5) refining and naming themes, and (6) writing the 

narrative report. This sequence, which is iterative, was applied to all qualitative data 

beginning with interview transcripts (n=20) and continuing to the open-ended 

questionnaire responses (n=102). Data from both sources were analyzed using the same 

coding procedures and codebook, and the themes generated therefore reflect a synthesis 

of all qualitative data. 

Braun and Clarke (2020) further differentiate RTA from other forms of content 

analysis by its emphasis on the “importance of the researcher’s subjectivity as analytic 

resource, and their reflexive engagement with theory, data and interpretation” (p. 330, 

emphasis in the original). As reflexivity is at the center of RTA, it is necessary to first 

describe the reflexive measures the researcher took while performing the data analysis. 

These aspects are explained in the following subsection. A complete synopsis of data 

analysis procedures is then provided. 

Reflexivity Protocol 

It is perhaps insufficient to discuss a reflexivity protocol when describing a 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis. As its name suggests, RTA is itself a reflexive method that 

requires the researcher to consider his or her subjectivity at every stage; indeed, these 

impressions are the intended output of the process. The purpose of reflexivity in this 

method is therefore not to bracket or eliminate bias from the analysis but to rely upon it 

as a tool for understanding the data and experiences related by the study participants. As 

Braun and Clarke (2020) put it: 

…the avoidance of bias is illogical, incoherent and ultimately meaningless in a 

qualitative paradigm and in reflexive TA, because meaning and knowledge are 
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understood as situated and contextual, and researcher subjectivity is 

conceptualized as a resource for knowledge production, which inevitably sculpts 

the knowledge produced, rather than a must-be-contained threat to credibility. 

(pp. 334-335, emphasis in original) 

To suggest that bias was eliminated from this data analysis, then, “suggests that the 

researcher does not fully ‘get’ the fundamentals of reflexive TA,” they argue (Braun & 

Clarke, 2020, p. 335, emphasis theirs). This researcher made a concerted effort to get 

RTA throughout this project, and in so doing, the researcher carefully followed the 

guidance of these authors and the examples of other researchers who have applied this 

widely used method. The measures adopted to enhance reflexivity in data analysis 

included the use of a reflexive journal, allocation of sufficient time to reflect on the 

researcher’s own related experience, and consulting with experienced peers during data 

collection and analysis. These practices are described below, and their results appear 

throughout the remainder of this chapter. 

Reflexive Journal. The researcher began making reflexive notes in the earliest 

stages of this project. This journal was used to log impressions, ideas, and interpretive 

decisions; and the researcher returned to this resource often during the process of data 

analysis. One valuable aspect of the reflexive journal was to log significant comments 

and unanticipated concepts during the interviewing and transcription stages that were 

considered at later stages to inform the analysis. Following one interview, for example, 

the researcher noted: 
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Participant made an interesting comparison between graffiti artists and academics 

on social media: you can have one or a few graffiti artists cover a whole town, 

though it may seem like many people must be doing all the painting.  

This observation was later connected with statements made by other participants about 

the amplified influence a small group of social media users can have due to the 

impression that they represent larger numbers of people. Reflecting on this image of 

graffiti artists tagging a town prompted the researcher to follow this thread with other 

participants and to consider the impact or appeal of social media visibility for academics. 

The journaling process was also important for recording impressions about 

possible patterns of shared meaning that were repeated by participants. For example, the 

researcher’s log recorded: 

…the topic of social media quickly dovetails into discussion of culture and, at 

least for these academics, a discussion of intellectual integrity, or perhaps bravery, 

in an [academic] climate that discourages heterodox thinking or question asking. 

The researcher returned to this reflection throughout the data analysis, as seen in a much 

later entry where the above impressions were synthesized to observe that social media 

were perceived as empowering a small but vocal activist subgroup; and among the 

subgroup were faculty, always the same few, said to encourage cancel culture and use 

social media to orchestrate such incidents or egg on students. This example demonstrates 

one of many occasions where early impressions were captured and considered as the 

researcher used these notes to develop themes and the language to describe them. 

Reflexivity was also applied to the research procedures to gauge the effectiveness 

of data collection methods and refine them as needed. This included challenges the 
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researcher encountered during the interviews, such as the tendency for participants—in 

this case, scholars themselves—to run away with the interview after the first question. 

“By the time a pause occurred, I was sometimes unsure where to go next,” the researcher 

wrote after one such case, and then reflected, “I am hesitant to deviate from the 

[interview] protocol too much, though I need to consider whether this will be appropriate 

considering the highly educated and informed participants in this study.” Based on 

observations like this one, the researcher did adjust the interviewing style to better 

accommodate these scholars who were eager to discuss the research topics in a more 

conversational manner. This helped the researcher to relate to participants as colleagues 

and ultimately produced richer data. The researcher’s ability to relate to these 

participants’ experiences also enhanced the reflexive analysis, as is described next. 

Relating to Participants’ Experiences. The researcher’s own experience as a 

university professor proved valuable to the reflexive process throughout this project. 

Higher Education is a distinct community, and the work, lives, and identities of 

professors are steeped in the norms and shared understanding of academic culture. These 

aspects—from the reputation- and prestige-based social system to the nuances of teaching 

college students or attending a faculty meeting—are familiar to scholars, and even taken 

for granted; but they could easily be misinterpreted or missed entirely by an outsider. It 

was therefore essential for the researcher to allocate the time and “headspace,” as Braun 

and Clarke (2020) put it, to “immersing in the data, reading, reflecting, questioning, 

imagining, wondering, writing, retreating, [and] returning” to gain further insight into the 

stories and experiences these participants shared (p. 332). Relating in this way assisted 

the researcher’s reflexivity, as well as that of the participants. The following exchange 
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with Vera (P-103) while discussing feelings of social ostracization from academic 

colleagues is illustrative: 

Vera: I think it was always there for academics. It's kind of an insular 

community. And I don't know if you've ever taught on a campus, but… 

Researcher: I taught at [university name] for about 10 years. Yeah.  

Vera: Oh really? In what?  

Researcher: Communications. 

Vera: Yeah, I mean, you know when you are hated, right? You know [laughs]. 

A similar moment occurred during Henry’s interview. As he was aware of the 

researcher’s experience as a professor who taught social media courses and used these 

apps to engage students, Henry remarked, “I had no problem being public because this 

was just going to be quasi-academic. But you know Instagram… I don't need to explain 

to you—you know all the distinctions.”  

Reflexivity was necessary in instances like the above examples. When reviewing 

the data, the researcher was required to consider his own reactions to these assertions of 

“you know” to grasp the shared meaning to which these participants were appealing. In 

the case of Henry’s statement about Instagram, for example, the researcher reflected not 

only on the features of Instagram as a matter of technical expertise, but also how the 

visual nature and distinct norms of the Instagram user community related to—and 

perhaps complicated—Henry’s intentions of remaining “quasi-academic” in his use of the 

platform. The researcher committed significant time to this reflexive activity throughout 

the data analysis, using personal experience as a lens through which to understand the 

context of these scholars’ stories and their actions as a result. In addition to analysis, this 
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level of reflexivity enhanced the reporting of results, including the narrative description 

of themes in the section to follow. This effort was also aided by a final component in the 

reflexive protocol, peer consultation, which is addressed next. 

Peer Consultation. Reflexive Thematic Analysis is intended to be a subjective 

and interpretive activity for the principal investigator(s). The method authors distance 

RTA from the “qualitative pragmatism” of other thematic analyses that employ multiple 

coders or panels (Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 335). The researcher nonetheless found it 

advantageous to consult with peers and other researchers at various stages of the process. 

In addition to committee members overseeing the study, who were consulted on the 

design, data collection and analysis, the researcher engaged outside scholars with 

experience in communications, education, psychology, philosophy, law, and business 

ethics to discuss impressions of the data and broaden the researcher’s frame of analysis. 

During the early stages of design and data collection, the researcher utilized the input of 

colleagues and mentors with vast experience in qualitative research to confirm the 

appropriateness of the interview strategy. Likewise, at later stages, the researcher 

solicited feedback on the themes and findings of the study from other scholars, which 

included a presentation of pre-published results at a relevant conference where questions 

and one-on-one meetings with a variety of other scholars helped to test and confirm the 

analysis. These interactions with colleagues helped to affirm the researcher’s 

interpretations and resonance of themes with other members of the target population. 

Finally, and perhaps most valuable, was the input of participants who were 

themselves experienced researchers. In many ways, the scholars who volunteered for this 

study can be considered co-investigators on the project, sharing not only their stories and 
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experiences but their own unique inquiries on the research topic. Some had committed 

years to intellectual work in areas relevant to this study, and their contributions were at 

times profound. In many instances, these scholars engaged in reflexivity of their own 

during interviews. Such was the case when Darby (P-02), a senior scholar in the 

humanities, reasoned through her answer to a question and then stopped mid-interview to 

remark, “I had never thought about that until right now.” Reacting, the researcher 

admitted, “I had not thought of that either—you’ve kind of blown my mind there,” to 

which Darby replied, laughing, “Mine, too!” In several cases, these scholars followed up 

in member checking—or during their interviews—to recommend articles, books, or other 

examples to illustrate the concepts they had referenced. As part of the reflexive protocol, 

and to enhance the trustworthiness of the study, the researcher has chosen to let these 

scholars speak for themselves wherever possible in the narrative presentation of results.  

In summary, reflexivity is a central feature of the analytical approach applied in 

this study. The researcher identified three key activities that aided in the accomplishment 

of this Reflexive Thematic Analysis: a reflexive journal, relating to participants’ 

statements through personal experience, and peer consultation; all of which guided the 

conduct of this project and aided in the analysis of data. The specific steps and outcomes 

of data analysis, with further discussion of reflexivity, is presented next. 

Data Analysis Steps 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis is a six-phase process aimed at developing 

descriptive themes about the phenomenon and participant experiences in answer to the 

research questions. These stages are: (1) data familiarization and notetaking; (2) 

systematic data coding; (3) generating initial themes; (4) developing and reviewing 
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themes; (5) defining and naming themes; and (6) writing the report (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, 2020). These phases are iterative but overlapping as the researcher revisits earlier 

activities throughout the process. In this section, the procedures and results of each RTA 

phase are presented with examples to demonstrate how data were coded, organized, and 

refined into major themes. The researcher’s reflexive notes are used to provide insight 

into analytical decisions. Outcomes of this process will then be explained and charted to 

describe the phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance as experienced by the participants in this study. 

Phase 1: Data Familiarization. The first phase of RTA began during the data 

preparation period as the researcher transcribed, reviewed, and reflected on initial 

impressions of the interview and questionnaire data; and important impressions of 

interview data were formed during this first phase of analysis. The earliest steps in the 

familiarization process occurred while observing responses to the questionnaire, which 

gave insight into the context and experiences of the complete sample before interviews 

had been completed. The researcher noted, for example, a surprising level of consensus to 

the idea that “academics’ speech is being monitored on social media” (Q18), and this 

result was taken as support for the framing and theoretical foundation of this study and 

suggested the presence of the phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the 

context of imagined surveillance. Similar observations were made about additional 

questionnaire responses that further informed the researcher’s approach to interviews. For 

example, references to COVID-19 pandemic policies and politicization of these issues 

were made by participants describing risks and threats associated with social media 

monitoring. These issues also appeared during field test interviews, and their presence in 
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the questionnaire data prompted the researcher to ask interviewees more directly about 

the pandemic. The researcher conceived of this as a “lightening round” in the waning 

moments of interviews to probe participants about unanticipated but reoccurring items. 

This approach allowed the researcher to follow threads and determine their relevance to 

data analysis. 

Data familiarization continued as the researcher observed and reflected upon the 

full corpus of data gathered from questionnaires and interviews. As specified by Braun 

and Clarke (2006), the researcher spent considerable time with each text during this phase 

and before any codes were applied. The researcher dedicated approximately one week to 

reading and reflecting on the data while making note of interpretive impressions and 

significant meaning units in the reflexive journal. All transcripts and the full set of open-

ended questionnaire responses were read at least three times each during this period; and 

data from both sources were compared. Observations gleaned from questionnaires, for 

example, were related back to transcripts while making note of similarities and 

differences between the interview pool and the larger sample of participants.  

Some early impressions formed during the data familiarization phase related to 

key aspects of RQ1, which was concerned with the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance. As discussed in Chapter 3, this 

question was framed according to Moral Reasoning Theory as perceptions about the 

“common morality” in which these academics make decisions about how to speak and 

behave—including the norms, expectations, and power dynamics considered (Rest et al., 

2000). After reflecting on the interview transcripts, the researcher noted the following in 

the reflexive journal: “Participants overwhelmingly express impressions of left-wing 
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politics as the ‘common morality’ governing speech and acceptable opinion in higher 

education—this appears to be true regardless of whether the participant is in agreement 

with the left-wing viewpoints or not.” The researcher then explored this impression, using 

questionnaire responses about topics that were considered un/popular for academics to 

express—an example of how reflexivity aided in triangulation of data. In this case, it was 

observed that nearly all mentions of politically oriented expectations, or tacit rules around 

academic speech, referred, often explicitly, to a left-wing bias in academic culture. 

Further, the researcher observed at this stage that issues of gender and racial politics were 

most prevalent, noting in the reflexive journal that “participants immediately bring up 

race and gender the moment discussion turns to monitoring or ‘cancel culture’ incidents.” 

Data familiarization produced additional impressions related to RQ 2 (regarding 

the influence of imagined surveillance on academics’ personal social media self-

presentation) which were reflected upon during this phase. These included a sense of fear 

described when discussing social media visibility/exposure of academics, the threat of 

termination expressed even by tenured full professors, and a power dynamic where 

students were seen as adversarial or perhaps more powerful than faculty. These aspects 

were logged for further consideration, and the researcher noted, “Nearly all [interview] 

participants have described self-censoring, not only of social media posts but offline out 

of concern for their words being shared by others on social media.” The researcher 

returned to these observations when synthesizing and describing themes, as will be 

discussed in the later phases of analysis. Early impressions like those described above 

proved valuable during the theme generation stages of the analysis; however, they 

remained observations in the reflexive notes to be revisited after coding in the next phase. 
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Phase 2: Systematic Coding of the Data. In the second phase of RTA, the 

researcher coded all textual data, beginning with transcripts of interviews (n=20) 

followed by written responses to questionnaires (n=102). The coding logic applied was 

inductive, meaning that the researcher did not use the coding procedure to identify 

specific theoretical or conceptual elements at this early stage. Instead, open coding was 

used to first identify “meaning units” that appeared relevant to the phenomenon and/or 

research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Codes were treated as having distinct 

meanings, as opposed to the overlapping ideas characteristic of themes (Braun & Clarke, 

2020); and multiple codes were applied to overlapping portions of text as appropriate to 

maintain this strategy. Codes were initially named according to short descriptors of the 

meaning unit(s) they represented (e.g., “Academia is changing,” “no middle ground,” 

“agree to disagree,” or “it only takes one student”). This approach helped to identify 

distinctiveness or similarities in successive phases. Coding resulted in 2,989 meaning 

units identified in the corpus of data. 

Following the open coding, a second round was conducted in which the 

researcher began grouping together closely related meaning units and merging some, 

when code meanings overlapped; for example, references to “getting fired,” “I could lose 

my job,” “I have a family to feed,” and similar fears were given the code of “fired/loss of 

job concern.” Care was taken during this process to avoid grouping codes with related but 

somewhat distinct meanings, such as “racial politics” and “BLM” (Black Lives Matter), 

where the former often referred to academics’ perceptions of rules governing speech at 

their universities while the latter, though related, often referenced a cultural flashpoint 
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prompting increased surveillance concerns with social media. In such cases, 

distinctiveness was favored, and related codes were left intact for later consideration.  

The second round of coding also introduced some theoretical and conceptual 

components. While evaluating the meaning units and creating codes, the researcher also 

considered statements that suggested the phenomenon or context of imagined 

surveillance, and codes were added to signify surveillance impressions; these included 

references to institutional monitoring, social/peer surveillance, and exposure to outside or 

abstract audiences. Likewise, the researcher began to consider the research questions in 

this round. Items relevant to RQ1 included statements of cultural norms, rules of speech, 

power dynamics, and social learning that related to the concept of “common morality” in 

Moral Reasoning Theory (Rest et al., 2000). These statements were coded, still using 

specific names for each concept (e.g., “reputation system,” “virtue signaling,” “biology is 

a risky topic”, or “students targeting faculty”).  

For RQ2, the researcher considered mentions of specific behaviors or actions 

taken by the participants themselves, and references to the values or concepts to which 

they appealed when reasoning out their actions (e.g., “avoid political topics,” “withhold 

opinion/say nothing,” or “expertise/truth value appeal”); and such codes were created for 

potential relevance to moral reasoning according to self-protection, maintaining norms, or 

postconventional thinking (Rest et al., 1999, 2000). These steps represented the early 

stage of grouping and organizing codes; however, conceptual labels were not used to 

replace existing codes—rather, they were applied separately as parent codes that were 

considered in the theme generation process. Two rounds of systematic coding resulted in 

322 individual codes. 
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A third round of systematic coding was performed to refine, group, and name the 

codes. During this process, the researcher reviewed the text of each coded segment to 

confirm their code assignments and identify duplicate or overlapping code meanings. 

Codes with few instances in the data were also checked for relevance, and extraneous or 

empty codes were then rejected. This process resulted in a code book containing 210 

codes (Appendix E). The word cloud (Figure 4.1) provides a visual depiction of the most 

prominent codes (min. 25 instances). Data saturation was reached in the third round of 

systematic coding after reviewing 15 out of 20 interviews. Saturation was confirmed by 

reviewing the data and codes applied to the remaining 5 interviews and 102 

questionnaires after which no new codes or meaning units were identified. With 

saturation achieved, the coding phase was concluded, and the code book was finalized 

and exported for further analysis in the following phases of RTA. 
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Figure 4.1. 

 

Word Cloud of Prominent Codes 

 

Phase 3: Generating Initial Themes. In the third phase of RTA, the researcher 

observed patterns and relationships in the coding to generate themes relevant to both 

research questions. This process was guided by the distinctions drawn between codes and 

themes in the Reflexive Thematic Analysis literature: codes, are “entities that capture (at 

least) one observation [and] display (usually just) one facet,” whereas themes are like 

“multi-faceted crystals—they capture multiple observations” about the data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2020, p.340). Specifically, the researcher generated multifaceted themes of this 

sort by evaluating, reflecting upon, and synthesizing prominent parent codes and related 

subcodes to develop more complex descriptions of the data. This phase resulted in 

organization of the 210 codes into seven initial theme categories (see Table 4.7).  

Related to RQ1, three initial themes were generated regarding construction of 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance: (1) competing 

pressures to be visible on social media, (2) enforced intellectual orthodoxy in the 
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academy, and (3) students as surveillance agents. Likewise, four initial themes associated 

with RQ2 as codes regarding the personal the influence of the phenomenon were 

organized as (4) fear of punishment, (5) chilling effect on social media participation, (6) 

extended (offline) chilling effect on teaching and scholarship, and (7) resistance and 

rebellion. Development of initial themes was aided by the questionnaire responses which 

served as complimentary data to support or expand analysis. As interviews and 

questionnaires were coded according to the same codebook, statements shared by 

questionnaire respondents often provided additional instances or context which allowed 

the researcher to assess and assemble early themes as representative of the full sample. 
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Table 4.7. 

 

Initial Theme Concepts 

RQ Initial Theme Examples of related codes 
Related 

Codes 

Coded 

Segments 

RQ1 Competing 

pressures to be 

visible on social 

media 

Self-promotion, promote the school, job search, 

personal brand construction, engage students, 

performative “virtue signaling,” celebrity-seeking, 

get social support, share knowledge 

 

39 520 

RQ1 Enforced 

Intellectual 

Orthodoxy 

Decline of liberal democratic values, left-wing bias 

in academia, academics expressing politics/anger, 

gender ideology, racial politics, DEI, punish dissent 

from orthodoxy, incivility, vitriol, threats, social 

media enable cancel culture 

 

47 820 

RQ1 Students are 

Surveillance 

Agents 

Students targeting faculty, students searching faculty 

social media, educating student activists, screenshot, 

activist subgroup, recording in class, Zoom 

recording 

 

17 230 

RQ2 Fear of 

Punishment 

Fired/loss of job, institutions cave to cancel culture, 

ostracized/shamed by peers, media stories of cancel 

culture, personal cancel incident, cancel incident at 

school, tenure insufficient 

 

14 239 

RQ2 Chilling Effect 

on Social Media 

Participation 

Cease/withdraw from social media, self-censoring, 

anonymous account use, safe/professional self-

presentation, respect for teaching role, unspoken 

rules, social media training is limited/basic 

 

46 729 

RQ2 Extended 

Chilling Effect 

on Teaching & 

Scholarship 

Avoid/alter teaching controversial topics, biology is 

a risky subject, avoid researching heterodox subjects, 

student evaluations/posts on social media, hiding 

conversations behind closed doors 

 

17 164 

RQ2 Resistance & 

Rebellion 

Academics have duty to speak out, cancel culture 

pushback, appeal to personal beliefs/values, courage, 

external support perceived, social media skills/early 

adopter, enjoy the fight 

28 258 

 

The initial themes listed above were generated by examining the 210 codes for 

relationships; and these related codes were then synthesized into multifaceted themes that 

described a more complete representation of participants’ experiences with the 

phenomenon. In developing the first theme associated with RQ1, for example, distinct 
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codes like “Self-promotion on social media,” “Pressure to support social causes,” “Share 

knowledge,” “Engage students,” and “Get emotional/personal support” were synthesized 

into the multifaceted theme of “Competing Pressures to be Visible on Social Media.” 

This theme then captured the various and often conflicting reasons these academics 

identified for maintaining a presence on social media platforms that were, to various 

degrees, intrinsically and extrinsically motivated. Likewise, the theme “Social Media 

Enforce Intellectual Orthodoxy” was developed from more specific codes like 

“Academics express politics/anger on social media,” “Punish dissent from orthodoxy,” 

“Left-wing bias in academia,” and “Social media enable cancel culture” to describe how 

participants discussed social media surveillance as a normalizing force for sociopolitical 

perspectives they viewed as dominant in the academy. In this case, the phrase “enforce 

intellectual orthodoxy” was taken directly from the data—a phrase used by Thomas (P-

19) and echoed by many other participants who referred to “orthodox” or “orthodoxy” 

when describing their sense about which opinions were un/safe for an academic to 

express on social media. The researcher chose to utilize participants’ own consensus 

phrasing in this and other cases to enhance trustworthiness of the data analysis. 

As in the previous examples, initial themes for RQ2 were developed by 

synthesizing one-dimensional codes or related parent categories to form distinct but 

complex representations of the behaviors the participants described. The initial theme, 

“Fear of Punishment,” for example, was generated to reflect the strong sense of 

impending danger—indeed, a feeling of dread—that characterized the interviews and 

questionnaire responses; however, the multifaceted nature of this fear is reflected in the 

underlying codes for this theme that point to institutional punishment (e.g., “loss of job”), 
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social consequences (e.g., ostracized/shamed by peers”), personal experiences with social 

media targeting, and a more phantasmal concern of unknown audiences that was fueled 

by media reporting on cancel culture. The researcher’s reflexive journal highlighted the 

prominence of this theme, noting, “There is a prevailing sense of fear perceived by these 

participants (‘people are really afraid,’ as Carmen said) that statements made online or 

offline will be amplified and [targeting incidents will be] accelerated on social media.” 

Fear of punishment was observed to motivate changes in speech and practices 

regarding social media self-presentation and in offline settings, and these themes were 

developed as “Chilling Effect on Social Media Participation” and “Extended Chilling 

Effect on Teaching and Scholarship” respectively. The former encompasses specific 

codes that identified withdrawal from social media use and/or self-censorship on these 

apps, informed by unspoken rules of acceptability that participants could or would not 

abide. The latter distinguished instances where these academics described offline 

situations (e.g., teaching or conversations with colleagues) where the perception of social 

media visibility and/or imagined surveillance prompted avoidance or secrecy about 

potentially controversial subjects. 

Initial theme generation was also aided by consideration of surveillance 

perceptions and/or empowered audiences referenced in the data. The researcher observed 

three sources of monitoring discussed by participants, all of which were facilitated or 

heightened by social media: institutional, social, and a type of punitive surveillance that 

the researcher categorized as sousveillance (watching from below) that was frequently 

referenced by participants as very concerning. Sousveillance was associated with abstract 

but omnipresent concerns about policing of faculty speech and organized efforts to bring 
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punishment for offending statements. These activities were largely attributed to students 

who did not formally possess the institutional power to punish their professors directly 

but were able to utilize social media as a means of evoking reaction from administrators 

or other authorities. To better understand these surveillance dynamics, the researcher 

mapped the initial themes to observe their relationships (Figure 4.2 below). 

Figure 4.2. 

 

Concept Map of Initial Themes 

 

Entries from the reflexive journal illustrate how the researcher observed the coded 

data to understand the sources and dynamics of surveillance: “It only takes one student (a 

repeated theme) to ignite a firestorm,” the researcher noted. “These faculty talk as if they 

are just waiting for the day when it will inevitably happen to them.” Observations such as 
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these prompted the researcher to develop an additional theme for RQ1, “Students are 

surveillance agents,” to more completely capture the power dynamics and risk factors 

that informed participants’ views about surveillance and targeting on their campuses. 

Finally, while reviewing the patterns and relationships of the above themes, the 

researcher observed a series of codes that, while related, did not square with the 

protective responses toward the phenomenon that were most prominent in the data. Codes 

such as “Academics have a duty to speak out,” “Cancel culture pushback,” and appeals to 

personal values of truth, freedom, and open inquiry suggested a pattern of 

postconventional reasoning (cf. Rest et al., 1999) that informed actions taken in 

opposition surveillance and threats of reprisal—indeed, a few participants disclosed 

activities to undermine dominant norms and expectations, which they described in 

explicit terms of resistance. As discussed in Chapter 3, the researcher approached these 

rival cases as relevant and necessary for a fully articulated and trustworthy analysis of the 

data. An additional theme of “Resistance and Rebellion” was therefore generated to 

reflect this undercurrent in the narrative. 

With seven initial themes generated from the coding results, the researcher 

proceeded to the remaining phases of Reflexive Thematic Analysis to further develop, 

refine, name, and define the final themes that will be used to describe the data. These 

steps are presented in the next subsection. 

Phases 4 & 5: Develop, Name and Define Themes. In the fourth and fifth 

phases of Reflexive Thematic Analysis, the researcher worked to further develop initial 

themes into descriptive and defined narrative components. The desired output of RTA, 

according to its authors, are themes that, rather than serving as summaries of codes, 
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reflect “stories” to be told about the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes of this type 

evoke “patterns of shared meaning” for the study participants that, while connected by a 

central idea, “might draw together data that on the surface appear rather disparate” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 341). These steps involved a vetting process of the early 

themes to determine if each consisted of sufficient data, internal relatedness, and external 

distinctiveness to stand as an independent portion of the final analysis (Nowell et al., 

2017, Patton, 2015). It was therefore necessary to reevaluate the semantic and latent 

meanings observed in the text and consider how the candidate themes might be further 

related, synthesized, and described. To accomplish this task, the researcher revisited the 

entire corpus of data, examined the coded segments within each of the initial themes, 

reviewed reflexive notes, and logged additional observations. These activities spanned 

several weeks of engagement and reflection with the data to produce a final set of 

descriptive themes. 

A final set of five themes and 14 subthemes were generated to describe the 

phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance, as 

experienced by the academics who participated in this study. Each is further described 

below, along with the reflexive analysis that led to their development. First, the themes 

related to RQ1 are named, defined, and presented with exemplar text from the data (Table 

4.8). Themes relevant to RQ2 are then presented (Table 4.9). Reflexive commentary is 

provided to assist the reader with understanding the final steps of theme generation. 

Themes for RQ1. Two major themes and seven subthemes were developed to 

address RQ1 (see Table 4.8). The first theme, named Promises and Perils of in/Visibility, 

consists of four subthemes to describe impressions and negotiation of social media 
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surveillance for these academics: unspoken rules, overlapping identities, social support, 

and personal opinion-sharing. The second theme, the Rise of Cancel Culture, is described 

according to three subthemes reflecting cultural factors that impacted construction of 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance: enforced ideology, 

activist subgroup, and pressure to signal support. The researcher’s rationale for 

developing and refining these themes is described below. 

In developing the first theme (“Promises and Perils of in/Visibility”) the 

researcher evaluated coded data regarding competing pressures on academics to be 

visible on social media. A prominent subtheme was identified about the benefits of social 

media use for professors (e.g., self-promotion or engage students) in terms that did not 

always reflect pressure; rather, these were expressed as desires or intentions to achieve 

such advantages by making oneself visible to more audiences. At the same time, 

participants recognized the challenges of balancing a public social media presence, which 

could lead to over-sharing in ways that merged professional and personal self-

presentations, harmed credibility, irked administrators, or invited hostility. Their 

understanding of best practices for scholarly social media engagement were based largely 

on social learning, rather than formal guidance or training, which led to uncertainty. 

Survey data helped to triangulate this analysis and revealed a generally ambivalent 

attitude toward visibility on social media and a widespread acknowledgement of 

overlapping identity presentations. To capture this intuitive balancing act at the heart of 

academics’ construction of social media self-presentation—and indeed their complicated 

relationship with social media surveillance, both invited and avoided, —the researcher 

adapted this theme to fully capture the negotiation of in/visibility on these platforms. 
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Table 4.8. 

 

Final Themes for RQ1 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-presentations in the context of 

imagined surveillance? 

Theme Definition Exemplar Text 

Promises and 

Perils of 

in/Visibility 

 

Subthemes 

Unspoken 

rules 

 

Overlapping 

identities 

 

Social support 

 

Personal 

opinion-

sharing 

Academics respond to 

encouragement from 

institutions and peers to 

engage publicly on social 

media, seeking benefits like 

self-promotion, hiring 

opportunities, and personal 

expression; however, they 

struggle with the overlap of 

personal and professional 

contexts on these platforms. 

Lack of training or guidance 

on social media use leave 

academics to rely on social 

learning to interpret 

expectations for their online 

self-presentations. Increased 

opinion-sharing on social 

media is perceived to have had 
a negative impact on the 

reputations of scholars and the 

broader academy. 

“At my institution, there's been a concerted push to get 

faculty members to embrace social media” (Thomas) 

 

“I've never, during any… professional development, 

had anybody give advice about an online presence for 

an academic” (Leslie). 

 

“No one's saying specifically, ‘you should do this, you 

really shouldn't do that’ regarding what you post… it's 

all really unwritten, unspoken rules” (Janet). 

 

“Maybe this is a way that I could engage with 

students…show a facet of myself, that isn't just this 

cold and aloof professor…” (Henry). 

 

“…our jobs are oftentimes coming with a lot of 

insecurities… it's hard not to lament it, especially 

when you see other people doing it” (Marshall). 

 

“There is a lot of peer pressure to be active on social 

media; yet I routinely see academics… beclowning 

themselves, saying absurdities…” (P-101). 

 

The Rise of 

Cancel 

Culture 

 

Subthemes 

Enforced 

Ideology 

 

Activist 

Subgroup 

 

Pressure to 

signal support  

 

Monitoring and targeting of 

academics are associated with 

an activist subgroup of faculty 

and students seeking to 

enforce rapidly evolving 

norms of speech and 

acceptability. This group is 

described as imposing 

moralistic, pseudo-religious 

views by using social media to 

stoke outrage and punish 

dissenters with public shaming 

and/or job termination—a 

trend known as “cancel 

culture.” This creates an 

atmosphere where academics 

feel pressure to signal their 

compliance with new norms 

on social media. 

“The cancel culture people, they're not large, but … 

they're loud and they're listened to” (Parker). 

 

“I see eruptions of the sacred in these things that we're 

not allowed to talk about” (Darby). 

 

“If just one student—that's all it takes—decides that 

this is off-message…” (Bernard). 

 

“[Students] are told… if you don't report a ‘fascist’ 

teacher, this is what's going to happen…” (Vera). 

 

“The code language that is accepted: Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion” (Regina). 

 

“Everyone jumps on because they don't want to be the 

one who stands out.” (P-33) 
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The second theme (“The Rise of Cancel Culture”) was developed through the 

researcher’s examination of internal relatedness within two early themes about enforced 

orthodoxy and student surveillance. Although the perception of an enforced orthodoxy 

was beyond doubt—these academics referred to it repeatedly and nearly unanimously—it 

was evident that these academics associated the most hostile and threatening aspects of 

social media surveillance (i.e., “cancel culture”) with an activist subgroup in the academy 

who were said to advance these ideologies with a pseudo-religious zeal. This narrative 

intersected with the discussion of student surveillance, as students were counted among 

the activist subgroup that also included (and was perhaps encouraged by) faculty and 

administrators. The initial theme of student surveillance was therefore merged with the 

larger narrative of enforced orthodoxy. The resulting theme thus provided a complete and 

more nuanced depiction of the imagined surveillance these academics considered when 

constructing social media self-presentations.  

Themes for RQ2. Three additional themes and seven subthemes were developed 

to answer RQ2. The theme of Protection Over Participation describes fears and practices 

of self-censorship that impacted the social media self-presentations of these academics 

according to three subthemes: withdrawal from social media, tenure is insufficient, and 

safe social media strategies. The next theme, Teaching with Trepidation, captures the 

influence of imagined surveillance from social media on the offline speech of academics 

according to two subthemes: recording in the classroom and strategic instruction. Finally, 

the theme of Resistance and Rebellion represents the ways that imagined surveillance 

also prompt some academics to seek out social media visibility in defiance, as described 
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by two subthemes: push back on cancel culture and a duty to speak out. Table 4.9 

provides definitions and example text for each.  

Development of themes in answer to RQ2 consisted mainly of further refinement 

and description of the early themes identified in previous phases. Most significant was 

the elimination of the theme discussing fear of punishment. This did not occur because 

the element of fear lacked sufficient data—on the contrary, fear was implicit in most of 

the discussions about the influence of imagined surveillance on personal behaviors. The 

researcher observed, however, that a separate theme for fear required considerable 

overlap with other themes (e.g., chilling effects on social media use and teaching), as well 

as the rise of cancel culture targeting addressed under RQ1. These overlaps signified that 

the fear theme was insufficiently distinct (Patton, 2015). Data related to fear was better 

addressed by describing specific fears that influenced perceptions and behaviors within 

these other themes that demonstrated internal and external distinctiveness. 

Development of remaining themes for RQ2 was largely consistent with earlier 

analyses of these data describing three distinct areas where imagined surveillance 

influenced academics’ social media self-presentations: a chilling effect on online speech, 

an extended chilling effect on teaching, and the rival case(s) of resistance and rebellion. 

The online chilling effect was refined and renamed to more accurately describe the data 

on which it was based, resulting in the theme of “Protection Chosen Over Participation.” 

This name captures participants’ narratives around the chilling of their online speech, 

which they described as erring on the side of safety through various strategies to 

discontinue, lock down, or sanitize their social media.  
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Table 4.9. 

 

Final Themes for RQ2 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their personal social media 

self-presentations? 

Theme Definition Exemplar Text 

Protection 

Chosen Over 

Participation  

 

Subthemes 

Withdraw from 

social media 

 

Tenure is 

insufficient 

 

Safe SM 

strategies 

 

Surveillance, hostility, and 

emotional stress lead 

academics to withdraw from 

social media by ceasing use 

of these apps or crafting a 

safer social media persona. 

Recent political flashpoints 

have prompted some to 

restrict privacy or delete 

their social media, while 

others self-censor to avoid 

controversy. 

 

“[I’m] very reticent to post anything I believe on social 

media for fear of reprisal” (P-13). 

 

“It’s too easy to be taken out of context” (Marshall). 

 

“After George Floyd…. I saw this is dangerous; and I 

locked my Twitter account…” (Winston). 

 

When I post on social media, I try to keep it light…. have 

a great day, and here's a cute little meme" (Rose). 

 

“I deleted the tweet because I didn’t want to respond to 

their crap” (Carmen). 

Teaching with 

Trepidation 

 

Subthemes 

Recording in 

the classroom 

 

Strategic 

Instruction 

 

Recording in the classroom, 

particularly with the rise of 

remote learning post-

pandemic, heightens fears 

that students may post 
professors’ statements on 

social media to spark 

political outrage. Some 

faculty have altered their 

lessons, avoided risky 

subjects, or adopted other 

strategies to mitigate 

surveillance risks. 

“There are video cameras everywhere” (P-77). 

 

“There's certain things that would be perfectly valid 

lectures given the material in my field, but I don't engage 

with them directly” (Winston). 

 

“I feel nervous when I teach statistics and the examples 

… talk about a sex-differences design” (Shelby). 

 

“With the pandemic when you were doing so much 

online… students could be recording: (Paul) 

 

Resistance 

and Rebellion 

 

Subthemes 

Pushback on 

cancel culture 

 

Duty to  

speak out 

Some academics express a 

sense of duty to push back 

on “cancel culture,” either 

by modeling traditional 

academic values or with 

defiant persistence in 

heterodox speech on social 

media. Some describe 

covert methods of 

undermining orthodoxy, 

such as use of anonymous 

social media accounts. A 

growing resistance 

movement and strengthened 

academic freedom policies 

are perceived as motivators. 

“…some people are starting to organize to rebel against 

that” (Carmen). 

 

“No more running; I aim to misbehave” (Curtis). 

 

“I was a coward last year. I'm actively trying to be 

better… building up some momentum” (Bernard). 

 

“I'm not gonna be pushing a narrative that I know is pure 

fiction… because I have principles.” (Regina) 

 

“It’s important to criticize and challenge them, however, 

so there's no escape” (P-15) 
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Likewise, the early theme of an extended (offline) chilling effect was renamed as 

“Teaching with Trepidation.” This change was made to reflect the sense of hesitation and 

fear these faculty expressed about the potential for recording in the classroom and/or 

social media targeting over statements made during lecture—fears that, for some, resulted 

in changes to their teaching practices. Lastly, the rival case of defiant resistance remained 

a distinct and relevant theme expressed by some participants who sensed a growing 

backlash to “cancel culture” or imposed orthodoxy. This final theme of the “story” 

retained the name “Resistance and Rebellion,” as this accurately captured how these 

academics discussed their perceived duty to push back. Following the fourth and fifth 

stages of Reflexive Thematic Analysis, the seven refined, named, and defined themes 

described above were ready to be presented in narrative format. This final phase of data 

analysis is described next. 

Phase 6: Writing the Report. The intended outcome of Reflexive Thematic 

Analysis is to produce a narrative, or story, of the data collected which accurately reflects 

the phenomenon according to the study participants’ experiences. According to Braun 

and Clarke (2006), writing the research report, while officially the final phase of RTA, 

often begins earlier in the process. This was true in the present case as the researcher kept 

notes and collected examples from the data throughout the analysis process which aided 

in the narrative presentation. These included entries in the reflexive journal as well as 

highlighted text and quotations identified during the systematic coding stages. These 

notes were compiled and integrated into an outline structured according to the five 

themes and 14 subthemes produced at the outcome of data analysis. To assist with the 

writing process, the researcher also reviewed numerous examples of published reports 
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that utilized RTA or similar thematic analysis techniques to identify strategies and best 

practices for presenting a descriptive qualitative analysis. 

The narrative report was developed to communicate the nuanced experiences 

shared by the participants in this study—and indeed the complex nature of surveillance 

perceptions and their influence on speech and behavior. To accomplish this task, the 

researcher dedicated nearly three months to writing the story presented in the remainder 

of this chapter. Significant portions of that time were occupied by revisiting the raw data 

to reflect on participants’ actual statements in context, compare their experiences, and 

select quotations and examples that most clearly reflected the essential elements of the 

phenomenon. To the greatest extent possible, the researcher sought to craft the narrative 

according to these academics’ own words, which were often eloquent and deeply 

insightful. In so doing, the researcher was able to minimize bias in the reporting as each 

theme and subtheme was named and/or described just as participants had discussed them, 

rather than through an interpretive lens. 

Quantitative data collected from the online questionnaire, while not a primary 

focus of this qualitative study, was also incorporated into the narrative. The results of 

closed-ended questions are presented throughout to underscore the statements of these 

participants and to provide a broader context for their experiences. This approach allowed 

the researcher to illustrate important concepts relevant to the themes and subthemes, and 

to identify the extent to which the views expressed were shared among the larger sample 

of academics who volunteered for this study. The result was a compelling, data-driven 

analysis that left no aspect of the data unexplored. The report, which is the very heart of 
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this dissertation, is presented in the next section, after the following summary and 

definition of the phenomenon. 

Defining the Phenomenon. In summary, the academics in this study describe 

social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance as a negotiation of 

opportunities and threats brought on by greater visibility and heightened hostility for 

scholars on social media. In this calculus, protection trumps participation in the digital 

arena as the negative potential of imagined surveillance prompts academics to withdraw 

from these spaces or self-censor to avoid targeting; and this chilling effect extends even 

to offline situations for professors, stirring trepidation while teaching, as students 

equipped with cameras and social media accounts pose a surveillance risk. For some 

academics, however, imagined surveillance is met with resistance as visibility to more 

audiences is seen as an opportunity to speak out or push back on trends of censorship and 

“cancel culture” that threaten the traditions and values of the academy. In the next 

section, the above findings are presented and described as a narrative exposition 

according to the themes above. This narrative report represents the sixth and final phase 

of Reflexive Thematic Analysis. 

Results 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States described their social media self-presentations in this context of 

imagined surveillance. The researcher sought to answer two interrelated research 

questions regarding the phenomenon: 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-presentations 

in the context of imagined surveillance? 
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RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews (n=20) and mixed (closed-

/open-ended) questionnaires (n=102) gathered from academics in the United States via 

two professional organizations for scholars. Data were subjected to inductive coding and 

thematic analysis to generate descriptive themes in answer to the RQs.  

As described in the previous section, themes were developed according to the six-

phased Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2020). Inductive coding 

was performed on interview transcripts and open-ended questionnaire responses. Codes 

were refined and organized in successive rounds to identify initial themes reflecting 

patterns of meaning in the data. Initial themes were mapped, considered in terms of 

theoretical concepts guiding the research questions, and scrutinized for internal 

relatedness and external distinctiveness. Data saturation was reached after coding 15 of 

the 20 interviews and the full set of questionnaire responses; and saturation was 

confirmed by coding of five remaining interviews to determine that no additional 

information was gleaned. Data analysis generated five major themes and 14 subthemes 

that described the data and phenomenon as experienced by participants (Table 4.10).  

In answer to RQ1, academics’ construction of social media self-presentations in 

the context of imagined surveillance is described by two themes (1) the Promises and 

Perils of In/Visibility and (2) the Rise of Cancel Culture. The first theme, Promises and 

Perils of In/Visibility is outlined by four subthemes: unspoken rules, overlapping 

identities, social support, and personal opinion-sharing; and the second theme, Rise of 

Cancel Culture, is first defined in by the study participants (see section “Zero Tolerance”) 



240 

 

and then described by three additional subthemes: enforced ideology, activist subgroup, 

and pressure to signal support.  

For RQ2, the influence of imagined surveillance on these academics’ personal 

social media self-presentations is addressed according to three themes characterized by 

(3) Protection Over Participation, (4) Teaching with Trepidation, and (5) Resistance and 

Rebellion. The third theme, Protection Over Participation, is described by three 

subthemes: withdrawal from social media, tenure is insufficient, and safe social media 

strategies; the fourth theme, Teaching with Trepidation, is presented with two subthemes: 

recording in the classroom and strategic instruction; and the fifth theme, Resistance and 

Rebellion, is described by two subthemes: push back on cancel culture and a duty to 

speak out.  

Table 4.10. 

 

Summary of Themes and Subthemes 

RQ Theme Subthemes 

RQ1 Promises and Perils of In/Visibility Unspoken Rules 

Overlapping Identities 

Social Support 

Personal Opinion-sharing 

RQ1 Rise of Cancel Culture Enforced Ideology 

Activist Subgroup 

Pressure to Signal Support 

RQ2 Protection Over Participation Withdrawal from Social Media 

Tenure is Insufficient 

Safe Social Media Strategies 

RQ2 Teaching with Trepidation Recording in the Classroom 

Strategic Instruction 

RQ2 Resistance and Rebellion Push Back on Cancel Culture 

Duty to Speak Out 

 

In this section, the findings of the study are presented in narrative format, 

organized by research question and corresponding themes and subthemes. As themes are 
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multifaceted, the researcher has utilized examples and quotes, as well as divergent 

perspectives where available, to fully outline the contours of each theme and assist the 

reader with understanding the data each describes. Themes are presented in order of their 

corresponding research questions and organized by subthemes. 

In addition to the qualitative analysis, which is the primary focus of this report, 

the following narrative is supported by quantitative results from closed-ended survey 

questions. Data collected from questionnaires (n=102) included closed-ended prompts, 

and this quantitative data will be used to compliment the narrative and allow the reader to 

place the presentation of interviews and open-ended responses into context with the 

perspectives of all participants in the study. Following the presentation of qualitative 

themes and supporting quantitative results below, the chapter concludes with a discussion 

of study limitations and a summary of key findings. 

RQ1: Construction of Social Media Self-Presentations in Context of 

Imagined Surveillance. This study was based on the notion that imagined surveillance is 

a factor in academics’ construction of social media self-presentations. Study participants 

provided a multitude of information and personal experiences to confirm that assumption. 

The expectation of surveillance on social media was, in fact, the overwhelming consensus 

of these academics. As one adjunct professor succinctly replied to the questionnaire, 

“Obviously. We live in a surveillance state” (P-17). Survey responses confirmed this was 

the prevailing opinion among the sample. As shown in Figure 4.3, in answer to the 

prompt, “Academics’ speech is being monitored on social media,” the majority (76%) of 

respondents agreed with this statement; and the largest number strongly agreed (41%) 

that academics are monitored on social media. The distribution of responses to this 
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question was similar for men and women scholars. Those without tenure expressed a 

slightly higher level of overall agreement (81%). Academics who identified ethnicities 

underrepresented in the sample (African American, Hispanic, Asian; n=14) expressed the 

highest level of agreement (93%) about social media monitoring; however, while notable 

for consideration, this and other demographic comparisons presented in this chapter 

cannot be taken as representative of any group. 

Figure 4.3. 

 

Survey Results: Academics’ Speech is Being Monitored on Social Media 

 

Surveillance on social media was discussed by study participants in a variety of 

ways. “Our social media accounts are being monitored at several levels,” explained Dr. 

Regina, a tenured professor of natural sciences. Describing her perceptions of 

surveillance from government and technology companies, as well as within her own 

institution, she confessed, “I'm almost getting paranoid.” Many of these academics 

acknowledged that their school administrators were at least capable of examining their 

social media activities, as might be expected in any corporate setting. “People have been 

monitored for years in the workplace,” noted Dr. Beverly, a tenured professor of 

business. “It's just that now [they] have more of a reach” thanks to social media. Dr. 
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Marshall, a tenure-track professor in the social sciences, made a finer distinction between 

workplace monitoring, which is vertically oriented, and the kinds of lateral surveillance 

social media make possible. “My advisor,” he explained, “won't use his work computer 

for certain activities, even if they're kind of professional; he just won't because he's 

convinced that he's being watched.” This conception of “being watched” from 

supervisors above didn’t resonate in the same way with Dr. Marshall, who is a regular 

social media user. “I don't know if it's that bad,” he said, “but there [are] definitely 

conversations about, you know, beware of what's happening; beware of what students can 

do and what colleagues can do.” 

On the question of whether academics’ social media were being monitored, Dr. 

Darby was certain of it: “Of course, it is!” laughed the tenured professor of humanities, 

adding, “By each other for the most part.” Despite the many possibilities for surveillance 

exposure in a digital society, it was this expectation of social surveillance that was most 

prominent in these discussions. “Everyone watches what you post,” (P-49) as one 

doctoral student put it. “I think that’s a truism,” said Roger, a law student and adjunct 

instructor. “Why else are you putting it out there if you don't want people to see it?” he 

asked. Roger’s rhetorical question pointed to the complicated relationship with social 

media that many participants described. As these technologies present opportunities to 

reach new audiences, or to develop a larger following in one’s field, scholars wrestled 

with the realities of a social media presence, the point of which is to be seen—but how 

visible is too visible? This negotiation of in/visibility was at the heart of these academics’ 

discussions about social media self-presentation. 
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Quantitative survey findings also highlighted the factors impacting construction 

of social media self-presentation. In addition to the broad consensus that academics’ 

speech is monitored on social media (76% agreed, see above), survey findings indicated 

the majority of participants recognized that, despite attempting to separate personal and 

professional identities on social media (63% agreed), these aspects of self-presentation 

overlapped in practice (53% agreed). These findings will be placed into context with 

qualitative data in the sections below. 

The Promises and Perils of In/Visibility. Social media use for these academics 

was closely linked with the reputation-based system that has long been a feature of the 

academy. “All of our prestige depends upon impressing each other,” explained Dr. Darby 

(tenured, humanities). It was through this lens that visibility on social media was often 

discussed, at least initially, as a motivator for these scholars to build their online 

audiences: academics must be seen to be successful. Visibility within and beyond their 

institutions was described as a necessary consideration, with obvious benefits for hiring, 

promotion, publishing opportunities, collaboration, and attracting the interest of news 

media that can provide additional visibility for the same ends. The need to be seen was 

taken for granted by many of these academics. “I don't even present it as a negative; I just 

think it's normal,” said Dr. Parker, a tenured professor of business. Similarly, while 

reflecting on his experiences as a tenured full professor of the arts, Dr. Keaton agreed that 

“knowing people ends up being pretty much all of what everything is” in attaining 

desired opportunities. Dr. Vera, an independent scholar now working outside the 

traditional academy, recalled her earlier experience attaining a faculty position: “I knew 

before the advent of social media,” she said, that “people talk about you.” She 
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acknowledged, as did others in this group, that visibility considerations of this sort were 

“always there for academics.” 

Hiring experiences highlighted the complicated balance of in/visibility academics 

negotiate for their social media self-presentations. Dr. Marshall was recently hired to a 

tenure-track position and credited his active use of social media for his success on the job 

market. After three hiring cycles, his decision to ramp up his visibility on Twitter may 

have been a key to getting an interview in the most recent round. “I do think it might 

have helped in terms of making my name more readily accessible, putting it in the front 

of their minds,” he explained. His social media advantage became a perceived risk, 

however, once he was chosen as a finalist for the position. “In fact, if anything, it might 

hurt you at that point,” he said. Dr. Marshall described his reasoning this way: 

If you have this long history of social media, it could potentially be used as a way 

to say, all right, what is this person's personality really like? They presented 

themselves in one way, and should they [be hired]? 

This expectation of social media surveillance in hiring was shared by others in the group. 

Dr. Parker, for example, confirmed it when sharing his experience on a faculty search 

committee that used a “headhunter firm” to screen applicants’ social media. The risk was 

not worth taking for Dr. Marshall, who decided to become more invisible until he was 

hired. “I went private,” he confessed. “I locked up everything just because of that fear.” 

Social media were also described in self-promotional terms by those academics 

who were well beyond the job search stage. “Everybody just sort of assumes that's what 

social media is: a platform for self-promotion,” said Dr. Thomas, a tenured full professor 

of social sciences. “We just sort of understand that's what it's there for.” Such 
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understanding was derived, in part, from the encouragement faculty receive at their 

institutions to be more visible on social media. Dr. Thomas explains: 

I look at my own institution and I see there's been a concerted push to get faculty 

members to embrace social media as an opportunity to promote their work, but 

also to promote their programs and departments, to promote the university in 

various ways, to promote our alumni and what they are doing—all for the purpose 

of growing our programs and strengthening them in the long term. 

Similar encouragement was recognized by others in the group. “Our dean is big on that—

especially Twitter,” noted Dr. Shelby, a tenured professor of social sciences. She recalled 

the advice the dean now gives to incoming faculty, which she and her more senior 

colleagues have overheard: “You need to be on Twitter; it’s a great way to recruit grad 

students and to put your papers out there.”  

The desire to stay current, or perhaps relevant within one’s department or field, 

was a motivator for senior scholars to join Twitter and become more visible. “The 

younger people in my department are the ones that the older people are now looking to,” 

explained Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities). Survey data on participants’ social media use 

also indicated that younger faculty utilize different apps than their senior colleagues. 

Twitter, for example, which is most often a publicly focused platform for growing a 

“following,” was used by 73% of the tenure-track faculty (n=11), making it the most 

popular app for this group. Less than half (44%) of the tenured professors (n=43) 

reported using Twitter, instead preferring Facebook (65%) as their top choice—a 

platform many described as useful for communicating more privately with family and 

friends. Dr. Shelby, age 47, reflected the pressure she felt to increase her social media 
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visibility: “I'm kind of late to the social media game,” she admitted. Having recently 

joined Twitter, she explained, “I don’t use it much,” though, with the views of her dean in 

mind, “Now I use it a little bit more, but still kind of sparsely.”   

The impression that professional currency was found on Twitter irked many of the 

academics who interviewed for this study. Twitter, with its limitation of 280 characters 

per post, was described as shallow, reactionary, egotistical, and full of noise, even by 

those scholars who maintained a presence there. Roger, the law student, adjunct, and 

former full-time lecturer, put it this way: “It's all sound bites and memes and quotations 

taken out of context.” Though he was “hesitant to dismiss it outright,” he explained: 

I’m skeptical of it, in part because when I think about the purpose of the 

university, or the mission of academia, it's to engage in thoughtful academic 

debate…. The idea that an academic would be building his or her own brand 

around a social media presence strikes me as problematic.  

Dr. Darby, age 59, has maintained a prominent social media presence for years, authoring 

a popular though controversial blog and using online video to engage in longform 

discussions about her work and reflections on cultural issues. As an early adopter of 

social media, Dr. Darby lamented her colleagues’ attraction to Twitter, despite her efforts 

to model and encourage use of more substantive outlets. Here she echoed the skepticism 

expressed by Roger and others, saying, “I think academic Twitter is curious. You're 

going to use that platform for deep conversation—seriously?” For her, and for other 

professors in this group, “Twitter is good for getting people's attention and getting a 

group riled up about something,” but not for scholarly dialogue. Dr. James, a tenured full 

professor of humanities, put it even more bluntly: “The world doesn't need James on 
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Twitter. Good grief!” Reflecting for a moment, he added, “Unless I want to get a big 

following and become an ‘influencer,’ but I don’t know what that gets you.” 

Figure 4.4. 

 

Survey Results: Academics’ Opinions about Social Media Visibility 

 

The value of social media visibility was not clear to many academics who 

participated in this study. Survey data reflected the ambivalence many felt toward the 

encouragement they receive to be seen in these spaces. In response to the prompt, “These 

days, academics should be visible on social media,” participants were largely neutral 

(44%) on this statement, with relatively equal distributions of dis/agreement (Figure 4.4). 

Responses to this prompt were similarly distributed when examined by ethnicity and sex, 

though men (n=46) agreed slightly less than women (n=43) with this idea (30% to 37%). 

Faculty without tenure (n=23) we marginally more in disagreement about the need to be 

visible than their tenured colleagues (n=42) at 30% to 24% disagreement respectively. 

Uncertainty about the value of social media visibility was also reflected in responses to 

the prompt, “Having a large social media following gives an academic more influence at 
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their school,” to which few agreed (23%). Nearly twice as many respondents to this 

prompt (n=100) disagreed (42%), and among these, as many strongly disagreed (15%) as 

agreed (15%) and only 8% strongly agreed that a large social media following enhanced a 

scholar’s influence in this way. It was notable, however, that the largest share of 

responses to this statement was again neutral (35%), reflecting the uncertain value of 

social media visibility in the context of higher education.  

Many academics in this group recoiled at the suggestion that social media would 

factor into a scholar’s “influence,” and some were even dismayed by the idea. “I should 

hope not!!” wrote one professor emeritus of the humanities, echoing her colleagues who 

doubted that in the academy “anyone cares how many Facebook friends or Twitter 

followers you have” (P-76, tenured, social sciences). Still, this was not a consensus 

opinion, and more than a few had their doubts about whether social media influence 

related to scholarly success. “This may be a spurious correlation,” wrote one non-tenure-

track professor in the business field, “but I’ve seen this be true enough times that I’ve 

taken notice” (P-25). “It has been my experience,” said a doctoral student, that 

“professors who have a stronger social media following are also more popular among 

faculty and students” (P-57). For some, the priorities of academic institutions, and even 

current standards for measuring scholars’ impact, were brought into question when 

discussing social media influence. “My school has become almost completely 

corporatized,” wrote a tenured professor of social science who perceived that, as a result 

of this change in institutional culture, “social media and mainstream media have become 

more important than journals” (P-66). Most of the academics in this study did not go that 

far, to be sure; however, there was a prevailing sense that, whatever the exact nature of its 
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benefits, social media visibility had some impact for academics’ careers. This perspective 

was captured by a tenured professor of the hard sciences who acknowledged, “The more 

eyeballs an academic has on their work, the more influence they might have” (P-62).  

The uncertainty and ambivalence expressed by many of these academics about 

social media pointed to a prominent subtheme in the experiences they shared. Most of 

these scholars were using social media in search of the promises they’ve heard about 

opportunities and benefits these platforms provide; however, exactly how to achieve such 

outcomes was not at all clear in these discussions. For some, and particularly for the 

earlier adopters, the practices they described were self-taught, and with considerable trial 

and error. Those who had recently ventured into the social media space were rather more 

likely to repeat common wisdom they’ve heard about using these apps, even as their 

experiences reflected mixed results. It was evident from their stories that as these 

academics had responded to social pressure to make themselves more visible online, but 

many had done so with little or no guidance about the norms and expectations of social 

media self-presentation for a scholar. 

Unspoken Rules and Unclear Expectations. During the course of these 

interviews, it became clear that despite their perceptions that social media use was 

encouraged, sometimes strongly, by their administrators and institutions, none had 

received substantive training or guidance on exactly how to best present oneself to the 

public audiences on these platforms. “I definitely never received any,” responded Dr. 

Leslie, a tenure-track professor of natural sciences. “I've never, during any of my 

coursework or professional development, had anybody give advice about an online 

presence for an academic,” she then clarified. This was a common reaction among the 
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interview group, even as the researcher began probing in search of any professional 

guidance these academics followed. “We've had faculty meetings where it might have 

been, like, 10-15 minutes,” recalled Dr. Bernard, a tenured full professor of social 

science. He described his recollection this way: 

The IT people came and said, “Okay, so you've got to go on social media, so 

here's some things to think about…. Before you post that thing in public, it can be 

used against you!” There's a lot of comments about that. 

Others described similarly vague or cautionary advice they had received about social 

media use. Dr. Shelby, whose dean had encouraged faculty to get on Twitter, recalled:  

The dean mentioned once about if you're representing yourself as a professor on 

social media, obviously, you need to be careful. She didn't go into detail about 

what that entailed. 

Thinking back on it, Dr. Shelby paused to clarify: “Maybe she used ‘mindful,’ I'm not 

sure….” For Dr. Winston, a tenured professor of social science, the advising session he 

received was not very helpful, but it was comical. “I mean, you've seen that meme of 

Steve Buscemi [saying], ‘How do you do, fellow kids?’” he asked, referring to a popular 

Internet image depicting the aging actor dressed in youthful clothing while trying to 

blend in with a group of teenagers. “The formal advice is a lot like that,” he explained. 

Dr. Darby agreed that her colleagues’ discussions of social media had often presented 

these technologies as “edgy and avant-garde,” but in her view, “they don't pay attention 

to how to use it well.” 

The lack of substantive guidance for faculty contrasted starkly with the 

experiences some participants shared of their work in non-academic sectors. Dr. Leslie, 
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who had not had any professional development on social media in an academic setting, 

recalled that while working for a non-academic science institute she had been trained on a 

detailed set of rules and policies about what staff were permitted to share online. Roger, 

the law student, similarly noted that at the firm where he now works, “we have an entire 

session and a 15-page policy that we have to acknowledge” about the acceptable use of 

social media. “If such official policies existed” during his prior years in academia, he 

added, “I wasn't aware.”  

Among the interview group, only Dr. Beverly had received clear guidance from 

her college with expectations for faculty on social media: 

I work for a Christian school, so I'm going to give you my personal experience. I 

have to be very careful how I present myself on social media, even my Facebook. 

The school has pretty clear-cut rules in regard to drinking alcohol or some other 

issues that are going on in our world today. It's clear in the mission and values 

statement. Also, we were given a contract to sign on what we would not do. 

For the other participants, working at schools with less “clear-cut” rules meant that they 

relied heavily on social learning to inform their social media self-presentations. Janet, a 

doctoral student working in an education setting, summarized this more typical approach: 

No one's saying, specifically, ‘you should do this’ or ‘you really shouldn't do that’ 

regarding what you post. It's all really unwritten, unspoken rules that you need to 

abide by if you want to keep things the way that they are and not affect how 

people see you professionally. 

Attempting to understand these tacit rules, some had begun to formulate their own 

guidelines. “I've even sketched this out in writing,” Roger said, again contrasting the 
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ambiguity of his academic experience with the more formal environment where he now 

works. “I wanted to develop sort of a Facebook rule of life for myself,” which he called 

“the piss-off test.” That was to ask himself, “How many people is this going to annoy?” 

and, “If the answer is a lot, then I don't post it.” 

Many of the unspoken rules described by these academics dealt with common-

sense points of professional conduct, described very broadly, such as avoiding personal 

depictions of drug and alcohol use, juvenile behavior, or illegality; but even here there 

remained a good degree of ambiguity. “You may not want to have photographs of 

yourself smoking a joint or snorting cocaine, laughed Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social 

science), which he described as, “you know, the reasonable stuff.” He continued:  

You want to consider how you're projecting your brand. On the other hand, 

maybe you're an academic who thinks pot should be legalized, and maybe that's 

part of your brand. You've got to think about how all that stuff fits for you, but my 

advice would be to be strategic about your social media use rather than, “Here's 

me with my mistress in Cabo,” or whatever can come back and bite you.   

In addition to avoiding drugs or evidence of crimes committed, Dr. Parker (tenured, 

business), “I would go with the obvious first, which would be anything publicly 

expressing contempt for your university.” In this case, yet again, Dr. Thomas 

acknowledged that, for academics, “there's a sliding scale” for such expressions. “I think 

that would have to be on a situation-by-situation basis,” he then clarified. Dr. Henry, a 

tenured professor in the humanities, related his understanding in terms of minding the 

student-professor relationship. “It's almost an unspoken rule,” he explained, that “the 
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moment you become a faculty member at a university, you have to maintain a very, very 

clear and definite distance between you and the student[s].” 

The separation of the personal self from one’s “professional” self-presentation on 

social media was, for many of these academics, the common rule they agreed upon. Their 

conceptualization of the professional academic-self, however, differed, as did their 

perspectives on whether this rule was reasonable or restraining. For Rose, a doctoral 

student who also teaches in an elementary school classroom, bracketing her personal side 

made practical sense. “I think in academia, we have to be very careful that we don't allow 

our biases to show one way or the other,” she explained, “because when we get in front 

of students, regardless of what age they are, we're not teaching our own beliefs; we're 

teaching a curriculum.” Dr. Beverly, from her perspective as a tenured professor of 

business, agreed. “As academics, as teachers, we are blessed,” she reasoned. “Teaching is 

an honor. You should not be promoting your own agenda.”  

The unspoken rule of separation pointed toward one of the biggest perils of social 

media in/visibility described by these academics: the difficulty, or perhaps impossibility, 

of maintaining a distinction between their personas as professors and who they “really” 

are as people. This ongoing struggle is the subject of the next subsection. 

The In/Visible Professor: Overlapping Identities. Separating personal and 

professional identities was the preferred strategy underlying construction of social media 

self-presentations for these academics; however, as a qualitative matter, this ideal proved 

impractical and, for some, undesirable. Survey results revealed this distinction between 

intention and outcome. In response to the prompt, “I try to keep my personal and 

professional identities separate on social media,” most respondents agreed (63%) that this 
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was their approach. As shown in Figure 4.5, the group that strongly agreed (34%) was 

largest and outnumbered those who disagreed (15%) and strongly disagreed (4%) 

combined. Women scholars were somewhat less agreed (58%) on this idea than men 

(67%), while a smaller percentage of tenured faculty (56%) than untenured faculty (70%) 

agreed that they used this strategy of separation.  

The separate identities approach was described as an effort to manage self-

presentations according to audience. Participants had often formed impressions about the 

people they communicated with on particular social media platforms, and self-

presentations were presented according to these imagined audiences. This explanation 

from a doctoral student is emblematic of the strategy: “Facebook is for my family and 

friends. My Snapchat is the only place I share photos of my kids and is limited to family 

and close friends” (P-30). Facebook was often described in terms of “family and friends,” 

however, as the previous statement hints, this phrase could have different meanings 

depending on the social media app being referenced. For that doctoral student (P-30), 

self-presentations on both Facebook and Snapchat were for oriented toward family and 

friends, but the latter was only for “close friends” who were permitted to view more 

personal disclosures, such as images of this participant’s children. 
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Figure 4.5. 

 

Survey Results: Separation of Personal/Professional Identities 

 

Janet, also a doctoral student, gave more insight into this distinction as it relates to 

the phenomenon of imagined surveillance. Speaking about her use of Facebook, she said, 

“I'm me on there, but I'm not ‘that’ me.” Her rationale for why she was “not ‘that’ me” on 

Facebook highlighted her expectation of social or peer monitoring on that platform. 

“They want to see your post to see what you're doing, to see what you're up to, to keep up 

with you, and, I think, for a little bit of how you live your life,” she explained. As such, 

Janet’s Facebook self-presentations were not constructed to be entirely artificial; rather, 

they were conceived of as public persona with considerable attention to her role as an 

educator and member of her local community. To express the other sides of her 

personality, Janet used Instagram, a photo-sharing app that, with its focus on imagery and 

accompanying captions, has long been a popular expressive outlet where connections are 

counted as “followers” in nonreciprocal fashion a la Twitter. “With my Instagram,” Janet 

explained, “I just want to be more expressive [and show] my artistic side, and not for 

anybody but me.” 
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Separating facets of identity by social media app and impressions of audiences 

therein was a strategy for several of the professors as well. This supported Janet’s 

perception that “Having multiple accounts is very common,” and the reason why this is 

so: “to separate that personal and professional—that's why.” Dr. Winston (tenured, social 

science) also used Instagram for this purpose. “It's purely for hobbies,” he explained, 

noting that there was nothing “embarrassing” or “for that matter, scholarly about it.” 

Since the intent was to share his hobbies, Dr. Winston clarified that “if my friends or 

even my students see it, I don't really care one way or the other.” Dr. Shelby (tenured, 

social science), on the other hand, was more reserved about overlapping her audiences in 

this way, choosing instead to embody an alternate persona on Instagram. “I only have one 

for my dog,” she laughed, “because I feel like I'm too old for that.” Drs. Winston and 

Shelby, it should be noted, are both around the same age, in their 40s; and while their 

strategies for identity separation differed, the potential for overlap was recognized by 

both—for Dr. Winston, that students or other familiars might observe his hobby account, 

and for Dr. Shelby, because it’s her dog. Doctoral student Janet also observed that some 

of her Instagram followers “know who I am.” This overlap had increased since the arrival 

of a few real-life friends prompted discovery of her account by others. Janet saw this 

blurring of boundaries as the norm when using separate apps to “be ourselves.” She, too, 

followed Instagram accounts of personal friends who were attempting to do the same. 

“Honestly,” she laughed, “I can't really tell much of a difference in their posts, but 

whatever makes them feel better.” 

The experiences described by Janet, and Drs. Winston and Shelby, highlight the 

difficulty of maintaining digital dualism on social media. Survey results indicated that 
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this challenge was common among the larger sample of study participants. Although a 

large majority of respondents had agreed that they tried to separate their personal and 

professional identities on social media, as discussed above, responses to an additional 

question were revealing about the success of this strategy: in answer to the prompt, 

“There is some overlap between my personal and professional identities on social 

media,” the majority agreed (56%), as shown in Figure 4.6. Only a quarter of participants 

disagreed (17%) or strongly disagreed (8%) that their personal and professional identities 

overlapped, and a comparable number gave a neutral response (19%). These distributions 

were similar across demographic groups and for tenured and untenured faculty. 

Figure 4.6. 

 

Survey Results: Overlap of Identities on Social Media 

 

Interviews and questionnaire responses provided insight into the nature and 

causes of the overlap of identities, which were “definitely conflated online,” as one 

tenured professor of humanities put it (P-27). “It is inevitable,” shared another (P-92). 

Some participants pointed to functional issues of social media apps as a cause. “On my 

personal Facebook page, I tried to just be about me and my family,” explained Dr. 

Thomas (tenured full, social science), “but I found that I was getting more and more 
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friend requests from other academics or colleagues in the policy world.” As a result, 

“eventually, that all just sort of melded together,” he observed. Dr. Winston (tenured, 

social science) explained that overlap is also related to the norms of social media use, 

particularly for scholars seeking the self-promotional benefits described previously: 

The trick is, if you only use your account once every six months to say, “Here's 

my new paper,” nobody's going to subscribe to that or engage with it. If you make 

it a bigger thing, where you're on there every day, like, truth be told, I am, then it 

runs into issues…. Are you going to get drawn into all sorts of bullshit? 

Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science) referred to this problem as “mission creep.” As 

he described it, “You start out with professionalization, and inevitably, the line between 

professional and personal as an academic is really nebulous.” The overlap was therefore 

not accidental; rather, it stemmed from the intentional use of these apps to engage with 

surveillance. In seeking the visibility of social media, it becomes necessary to cater to it 

as a matter of maintaining the interest of observers. “If there is no overlap to at least some 

degree, there is no sincerity,” as one professor emeritus of social science put it. (P-15).   

Sincere social media self-presentations were not just good marketing strategies for 

these academics. Though for some—and many social media marketing gurus—

authenticity was seen as advantageous for attracting an audience, most of the scholars in 

this study described their inclination to disclose as a matter of connecting with other 

people on a human level. This aspect of social media self-presentation construction 

related more to the individual scholars’ own desires for personal and social support, as is 

discussed next. 
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Academics are People, too: Social Support. Social media self-presentation 

becomes more perilous for academics as these technologies permit and promote the 

merging of social contexts and identity expressions. The risks of oversharing were not 

unique to academic users by any means—indeed, they resulted from the reality that, as 

one professor put it, “Academics are, mostly, just people” (P-25, tenured, social science). 

In that respect, these academics described using social media in ways that are likely to 

resonate for most people with a Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram account. There was, 

however, an aspect to this challenge more specific to academics, as Dr. Marshall 

suggested above: the distinction between a scholar’s personal and professional identities 

is often unclear, even to the professor. This posed a particular challenge for academics on 

social media where “the walls that were between certain kinds of social interactions got 

shattered,” as Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities) saw it, noting that this was not a new 

problem for academics. “In what capacity are you speaking for the institution [and] in 

what capacity are you speaking for yourself intellectually?” she asked. “When you're 

tweeting about something and you're writing about something, which persona are you 

doing it in?” 

Equally unclear was the extent to which a multifaceted self-presentation is 

permitted of scholars in the academy. There was significant variety in the expectations 

and rules of decorum shared by interviewees, many of whom freely admitted, like Dr. 

Bernard (tenured full, social science) that such rules were “aspirational” and often 

broken. “We're all human, and you can probably find me doing the things that I say are 

bad ideas if you search through my Twitter,” he admitted.  
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The case of Dr. Henry was illustrative for understanding the ways that social 

media use can be complicated for academics who are often personally invested in their 

scholarship. As a tenured professor of humanities, Dr. Henry teaches courses where, in 

his words, the “connection to the professional world is less obvious,” and so, “I have to 

work hard to get students to populate my classes.” He once attended a faculty meeting on 

teaching techniques to “engage the millennial student” where a speaker from the 

education department spoke about social media, which Dr. Henry doubted was a serious 

option for him. “I didn’t want to be there,” he recalled, “so I go in rolling my eyes, closed 

off, not expecting to learn anything new.” Listening to his colleague discuss how social 

media could be used to interact with students outside the classroom, Dr. Henry recoiled at 

the idea: “I'm like, wow, there's just no way—no way I'm going to do this!” Reflecting on 

the experience afterward, however, he recalled thinking, “maybe there’s something to 

this—maybe this is a way that I could engage with students, be a little light-hearted, show 

a facet of myself that isn't just this cold and aloof professor.” 

Dr. Henry decided to test the waters by creating an Instagram account for himself. 

“You know, at first I didn't know how to use Instagram, and I decided that I was still 

going to maintain a professional distance,” he remembered. Assuming that his posting 

would be “quasi-academic,” he chose to make his account visible to the public and began 

sharing images and commentary relevant to his course content. On occasion, he would 

also post humorous images that he found elsewhere online; “but slowly, I decided 

everyone just shares things. I'm a professor; I should make a little more substantial 

contribution.” In that effort, Dr. Henry found himself dedicating significant time to his 

Instagram presence. “I would wake up at six in the morning” to write detailed posts, even 
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translating texts into English to share with his small Instagram audience—and “people 

loved it!” At first, most of his followers were “students at my university,” and, he 

admitted, “honestly, I think they were liking my stuff because they just thought it was 

cute, or they felt sorry for me—look at this professor trying to use Instagram.” As he 

continued, though, “slowly and surely, I got to interact with others interested in my 

field—definitely not professors—but other students of my discipline.”  

As his following grew, first into the hundreds and then into the thousands, Dr. 

Henry noticed the posts that received the most attention were the ones he created as 

memes—jokes based on his subject area but modeling popular templates for Internet 

humor. He decided to focus on creating more content of that sort, not only because it was 

popular, but because “I found that this takes no time at all compared to the other stuff.” 

As opposed to the hours of writing he dedicated early on, “I could wake up, drink coffee, 

scroll through stuff, and just wait for inspiration to flash.” With this approach, Dr. Henry 

saw the popularity of his Instagram grow significantly, now reaching followers in 

Europe, Asia, and South America, in addition to his own students. In the process, he saw 

that his online persona had become “much more silly,” than originally intended, but “in 

some ways, it exposes my field to a much larger audience.” 

Dr. Henry’s approach to social media also exposes him—as a person—to his 

online audience, as well as any colleagues who may be watching. As the face of his 

Instagram profile, he regularly takes center stage, sharing “selfies” (self-portraits), 

videos, athletic competitions, and other aspects of his personal life, often in a self-

deprecating style. In his later 40s, he said, “I’m from a generation where social media… 

sharing outside a circle of intimate friends was almost taboo,” and he recognized that his 
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Instagram persona was not always viewed positively by some of his colleagues, who he 

described as “studious and very serious academics.” His experience with social media has 

changed Dr. Henry’s own opinion of what it means to present oneself as a scholar, 

however, and he bristled at an academic culture that discourages professors from showing 

their personal sides: 

You are not allowed to be yourself. You're not allowed to be crass. You're not 

allowed to have a personal opinion. You fawn, you acquiesce, you defer until you 

get tenure, and then maybe you can start revealing yourself. I completely hate that 

about academia. I hate that that's the way you relate to your senior colleagues. I 

hate, honestly, that that's how you interact with students, that you can't be a 

person. You know, I have interests other than my area of study. I like exercising. I 

like music. I like a lot of things. 

Dr. Henry’s case brings into focus how an academic’s personal life and 

scholarship can become intricately linked on social media; but it also reveals a more 

subtle influence of imagined surveillance on an academic’s self-presentations in these 

spaces: academic life feels alienating at times, and social media audiences provide a level 

of personal or social support for scholars who may feel disconnected from their 

colleagues or alone in their vocations. Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science), for 

example, referred to his Twitter account as a “grab bag” where he shares—or perhaps 

vents—about his experiences on the academic job market, serving as the primary 

caretaker of a young child, and dealing with the challenges of working from home during 

the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. These things, he said, would be “virtually impossible 

for me not to highlight” for his social media audiences. As academics, he said: 
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Our jobs are oftentimes coming with a lot of insecurities, especially if you're not 

on the tenure-track side—if you're a lecturer or postdoc, adjunct, whatever it is—

your life is just in constant upheaval. It's hard not to lament it, especially when 

you see other people doing it…. Even if you can't talk to your colleagues down 

the hall about this sort of stuff, you can talk to people who are three or four states 

away who are living with that very same thing.  

Dr. Marshall was not alone in his view that the social support received from social media 

followers was a “positive thing.” In response to the survey prompt, “Academics find 

support to cope with personal issues by sharing them on social media,” 43% of 

participants agreed (35% agreed, 8% strongly agreed) with the statement. Although the 

majority were either neutral (24%), disagreed (20%), or strongly disagreed (13%) with 

the idea, these results indicated that nearly as many academics in this study saw the 

appeal of getting support from online audiences in this way. Distributions were similar 

across demographic groups; however, women scholars expressed stronger agreement 

(30% agreed, 16% strongly agreed) compared to men (37% agreed, none strongly).  

Scholars in this study received personal support from social media in a variety of 

ways. Doctoral students referred to the inspiration they received from chatting with 

others working on dissertations, or by connecting with senior scholars on Facebook and 

Twitter. On a more deeply personal level, Janet, who had described her own Facebook 

use in terms of a professional persona, revealed that she had “used it as kind of a catharsis 

when my daughter passed away” some years ago.  Dr. Shelby found a supportive outlet in 

a Facebook group for discussing menopause. Dr. Beverly, despite needing to be “very 

careful” of her school’s strict policies about Facebook use, admitted to becoming 
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“addicted” to that platform during the pandemic. “I'm such an extrovert, and we were so 

isolated from everyone,” she explained. Dr. Darby, with her well-read blog, also 

acknowledged the cathartic aspects of sharing her reflections about personal anxieties and 

worries on social media. She recalled “people coming up to me saying thank you for 

writing that, it's reassuring to learn.” And yet, as her academic career and reputation had 

advanced, she recognized the challenge of a scholar getting too personal in this way, 

saying, “I do think crying on the Internet is probably, well—I can’t do it anymore 

because I’m me now.” 

Recent social and political events had also prompted some of these academics to 

begin seeking the support of social media audiences. These included uncertainty around 

the pandemic, as well as social and political events unfolding around the time of this 

study. Dr. Parker (tenured, business), for example, looked to social media for support 

after his local school system implemented a face mask mandate as part of its pandemic 

response. “I'm not in favor of that,” he explained, “so I went on social media and started 

to try to reach out to people—number one, because I wanted to reduce my anxiety. I 

wanted to see if there were people out there who felt the same way that I did.” Dr. Shelby 

shared that, while she rarely posts her personal views about any topic on social media, the 

recent political campaigns to defund police forces around the country led her to make an 

exception. She updated her Facebook profile picture to include a ribbon supporting 

police, even though she perceived that her position would be unpopular at her school. “I 

was expecting most of my academic colleagues, many of whom I'm Facebook friends 

with, to not give a thumbs up. Only one of them did,” she recalled. Though she didn’t 
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have much personal interaction with the supportive colleague, Dr. Shelby reflected, “It 

was nice to see someone else, another faculty member of the department, felt that way.” 

Although receiving social media support had been a positive for some of these 

academics, they also recognized the perils of the personal opinion-sharing required to 

engage with audiences in this way. Such openness was described as risky, with threats to 

both the individual scholar’s credibility and that of the broader academy. These aspects of 

social media in/visibility are discussed in the next subtheme.  

The ‘Slippery Slope’ of Personal Opinion. The crossover of personal opinions 

into academics’ social media self-presentations was the point where these scholars were 

most cognizant of the surveillance aspects of these technologies. Their perceptions were 

informed, in fact, by their own surveillance of colleagues’ activities on Twitter and other 

platforms—and these were generally viewed unfavorably. “There is a lot of pressure to 

be active on social media,” acknowledged one tenured professor of business (P-101), and 

yet: 

I routinely see academics and ‘serious people’ beclowning themselves, saying 

absurdities, or commenting on things far beyond their areas of expertise. I do not 

think that such visibility is good for academics as a social class. It weakens trust 

in the academy. 

Posting personal opinions outside one’s established lane of study was an especially 

problematic practice that had become too common in their view. “I think academics have 

a particular weakness for thinking that because they're an expert in their area then they're 

an expert in other areas as well,” said Dr. Paul, a tenured full professor of humanities. 

“You don't want to express authority where you lack it, or pose as an expert where you're 
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not,” he added. Dr. Parker (tenured, business) agreed that “you will turn people off” by 

expressing opinions in that way, and “especially ones that are not intellectual.” He further 

explained the problem this way: 

If you're going to post publicly, you should post something that doesn't make you 

look like you're just some dude on the street who's just [saying] whatever's on the 

top of your head. I think that's the danger of academics posting on social media, 

that they don't dignify themselves by what they write. 

Dr. Leslie (tenure-track, natural science) saw the problem as a matter of academics’ 

responsibility to maintain standards of accuracy and credibility with the information they 

provide to the public. “We all have opinions; it’s not wrong to have an opinion,” she 

stressed, “but when you have a big platform and a lot of people listening to you, then of 

course, you have influence.” On social media, she said, “There's no vetting; there's no 

review process—you know, that could be a slippery slope.” 

Observing what they saw as a trend of self-indulgent opinion-sharing by scholars 

on social media—particularly when it came to personal commentary on current political 

and social issues—some participants expressed disdain for the practice and described 

their colleagues who participated in this way with unflattering terms. “The people who do 

it here are showing off—they're narcissistic!” declared Dr. Carmen, a tenured professor 

of natural science. “It's not very authentic, and it feels very contrived and just fake,” Rose 

(doctoral student) observed of some academics on Twitter. “Those people just need to 

have something to say,” she figured. “People will post anything and everything, and 

honestly think that they are so important that the world gives a shit—complete rubbish,” 
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wrote an adjunct instructor of social science. Dr. James, a tenured full professor of the 

humanities, summarized these perspectives: “Obviously, social media touch our egos.” 

These academics expressed concerns that the “slippery slope” of personal 

opinion-sharing was leading to a decline of the academy overall. “Social media has 

helped to accelerate and deteriorate faith in the institution itself,” said Dr. Thomas; and 

the tenured full professor of social science then admitted, “I say that as a person who has 

used social media in exactly the kind of ways that I'm talking about here.” Dr. Vera, 

observing from her position at an independent research institute explained that “the 

notion of disinterested pursuit of truth has disappeared—everyone is an advocate for 

something.” In her view, and for others in the group, the COVID-19 pandemic had only 

exacerbated the issue as it invited a cacophony of opinions from not only scholars in 

more subjective disciplines but those in the sciences and medical fields that were thought 

to be less agenda-driven. Dr. Vera wondered if such bias had always been present and 

“maybe COVID just exposed it” to the public.  

Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social science) summarized the prevailing opinion that 

social media surveillance had not been a net positive for the academy: “Academics 

already have kind of a bad reputation at this point of being ideological assholes, and we 

don't need people to support that narrative with their own behavior,” he explained. In 

terms of constructing academic self-presentations under the gaze of social media, he 

advised, “These people with PhDs and strong opinions—most of which I share—I think 

they would be more persuasive if they were thinking about how they converse.” 

As their discussions of social media self-presentation entered the realm of 

personal over-sharing, these academics became acutely focused of the inherent dangers of 
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such visibility. Though prompted to present more of themselves on social media for a 

range of reasons—from professional advancement and student engagement to social 

support and ego-enhancement, as described above—they found these activities left them 

more exposed to audiences, known and unknown, who could access the contents of their 

social media, and perhaps with hostile intent. As they observed a negative turn in public 

discourse in the years preceding this study, and a marked increase in political targeting 

and harassment of scholars online, social media use became a liability—and indeed a 

constant threat—that these scholars discussed in explicit terms. Their perspectives on the 

darker side of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance is the 

second of two major themes developed in answer to RQ1, as discussed next. 

The Rise of Cancel Culture. The academics who participated in this study 

described a recent and dramatic change in the culture and values of their institutions. “We 

have a kind of tension that's built up, which I think is just following the national 

discourse over the last four years in particular,” explained Dr. Bernard (tenured full, 

social science), referring, as did many of his fellow participants, to trends of polarized 

and increasingly hostile public discourse in the wake of the U.S. presidential election of 

2016, widespread demonstrations and social unrest associated with the Black Lives 

Matter movement, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the hotly contested election of 2020. 

“We’re going through a time of serious soul searching [as a nation] such that we haven't 

had since maybe the early 90s with the Rodney King riots, or the Summer of Love [in 

1967],” observed Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science). These academics were, to be 

clear, not concerned that such “soul searching” would take place in the academy—on the 

contrary, they affirmed that universities had always been places for difficult debates. 
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They were, however, dismayed by the pivot to polemic they had observed among 

colleagues, students, and administrations who, like the public, had grown less tolerant of 

debate and open inquiry, particularly on topics intersecting with hot-button issues. This 

culture change was summarized by doctoral student Janet as follows: Historically, 

academic institutions had been safe places for dialogue about controversial subjects, and 

“even a knock-down-drag-out fight about it, but in the end… we're still going to walk out 

of here friends and see each other the next day in class.” Now, “it’s not like that 

anymore,” she explained. “I think that is part of ‘cancel culture’ in academia.” 

“Cancel culture” is a phrase that was in common use at the time of this study, 

repeated by journalists and media commentators, politicians, world leaders—including 

the president of the United States—actors, comedians, and authors. It referred, vaguely, 

to a kind of political correctness run amok, and was associated with public outrage, 

loosely organized on social media, meant to pressure businesses, organizations, and 

notably, academic institutions, to fire or otherwise “cancel” (e.g., de-platform, 

disassociate from, or condemn) individuals whose statements or actions had been deemed 

offensive. Though “cancel culture” had entered the common vernacular, it remained, as 

law student Roger put it, an “omnibus” phrase that “means different things to different 

people.” Nonetheless, cancel culture did have a specific meaning to the academics who 

participated in this study, and this shared meaning was a critical component to 

understanding their perceptions of surveillance as they related to their construction of 

social media self-presentations.  

The following section presents these academics’ descriptions of cancel culture as 

a specific form of imagined surveillance, enabled and enacted by social media, which 
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they observed to have a profound effect on the culture, values, and norms at their 

institutions. This theme is established first according to their shared definition of cancel 

culture and the aspects of social media they associated with this trend. Cancel culture 

within the academy was seen as enforcing a dominant ideology, and this subtheme is 

presented as it related to tacit rules and expectations around speech and self-presentation 

participants perceived in this context. Participants’ descriptions of an activist subgroup of 

students and faculty, empowered by cancel culture, are then detailed, along with the 

social media surveillance activities that this group was perceived to employ. Lastly, a 

subtheme is addressed describing pressure experienced by these academics to use social 

media to signal compliance with favored ideas to mitigate the threats of cancel culture. 

Zero Tolerance: Defining Cancel Culture. It was evident from the earliest stages 

of this project that cancel culture was a prominent topic in discussions of social media 

surveillance for academics. As stated in previous chapters, this term was repeated 

frequently in media reports of social media targeting, including in academic press, and 

during field tests for this study. To properly address “cancel culture” as it related to this 

analysis, the researcher determined it was necessary to better define the term. Toward 

that end, an open-ended prompt was included at the conclusion of the questionnaire that 

asked participants, “How would you define the term ‘cancel culture’?” The description 

presented below reflects a synthesis of those written responses (n=93) with the more 

detailed discussions provided by interviewees. As one survey respondent stated, “This is 

a hard one [to define]. Someone needs to write a treatise on this” (P-101). While that 

suggestion was noted, it was not the researcher’s intent to do so here. What follows is 
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merely a description of cancel culture as perceived by the participants in this study, in so 

far as it related to their experiences. 

Cancel culture, for these academics, represented a shift away from liberal 

democratic values as the guiding principles of the academy. The most prominent 

description of cancel culture referenced an intent to silence or “deny a public platform to 

those who express contradictory beliefs or conclusions” (P-97). It was often described as 

a climate of “zero tolerance for any perceived departure” (P-102) from the dominant 

viewpoints in the campus or academic community “coupled with efforts to destroy the 

lives or at least the work of anyone who is out of line.” (P-66). To be canceled meant to 

be “attacked, dismissed, and cut off because you express a view that is not shared” by the 

groups or disciplines empowered within the institution, and that was “the price you pay 

for ignoring groupthink” (P-100). “It used to be called blacklisting,” meaning to ban or 

“actively censor another” person (P-92); however, in cancel culture, participants 

emphasized, the intent was not only “to be punished but to suffer” for one’s dissent (P-3), 

to be “shamed and silenced, by violence if need be” (P-65). Cancel campaigns were most 

often seen as efforts to pressure the institution into firing an offending scholar or pressure 

the individual to resign—as well as any “enablers,” such as administrators who failed to 

terminate the target. These scholars also described such events in terms of maligning the 

individual to the point of being a “non-person,” as both Drs. Regina and Curtis referred to 

them. “They erase you so that your opinions don't count,” Dr. Regina explained. You are 

declared “not only wrong, but evil,” added Dr. Curtis. 

Social media were viewed as enablers and catalysts for the combustible climate 

associated with cancel culture. Hostility, vitriol, and harassment were described as 
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normal, everyday risks for academics exposed to this form of social media surveillance; 

and fears of being targeted by hostile actors dominated these discussions. Dr. Thomas 

(tenured full, social science) explained the omnipresent concern: 

The way it's changed these days is that it has become more and more difficult to 

talk about controversial topics…. There has been more risk of the Twitter mob 

coming after you if you don't express the right points of view. 

These academics fears of attracting the ire of outrage “mobs” were based, in part, on 

media reporting of such incidents that, considering the volume of cases cited in these 

discussions alone, were many. Their fears, however, were also informed by personal 

experiences. As one adjunct instructor of social science (P-24) said, “Hostility seems to 

be everywhere on social media.” This assessment was reflected in survey results: when 

participants were asked, “Have you ever experienced hostility on social media,” the 

majority (60%) answered “Yes, I have experienced hostility toward myself on social 

media.” In addition, 43% stated they had experienced hostility toward a colleague on 

social media, 35% reported experiencing hostility toward a friend or family member, and 

65% stated they had observed hostility toward others in general. Only 17% of these 

academics stated that they had not experienced hostility on social media. Male scholars 

reported higher levels of hostility toward themselves (67% compared to 58% for women), 

and higher levels in all other categories, including general observations of hostility 

toward others (80% compared to 53% for women). No notable differences were observed 

between other demographic categories.  

Social media were viewed by this group of scholars as enablers and facilitators of 

cancel culture; but while these platforms were the sources of the threat, they were not 
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seen as the root of the problem. The most common phrasing referred to the effect of 

social media as accelerating cancel culture. Social media add “fuel to the fire,” as Dr. 

Beverly (tenured, business) put it. “You can get more people involved, and you can get 

more people worked up,” she observed. Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science) 

agreed, pointing out that some scholars, like the philosopher Rousseau, had faced intense 

hostility in earlier centuries; however, “What social media has done is just made it 

happen 24/7, brought to you live from the comfort of your armchair,” he said. Dr. Keaton 

(tenured full, humanities) recognized the accelerating effect of social media could be a 

façade. Having witnessed a cancel culture incident at his own school, he observed, “It 

makes it seem like there's this massive grassroots effort that's really pushing for change, 

and it’s like five mad people—which is pretty much a metaphor for Twitter.”  

Whatever their true number, participants agreed that the primary threat of cancel 

culture did not stem from hostile audiences on social media alone, but the likelihood that 

their institutional leaders would act in deference to their demands. As one tenure-track 

professor of natural sciences said: 

What seems to be different now is that organizations have begun to listen to and 

respond to such demands more readily, rather than dismiss them as a simple 

difference of opinion. (P70) 

Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social science), having also witnessed such events at his 

school, saw that administrators tend to “think Twitter means something—and I'm 

focusing on Twitter specifically.” Like many of his fellow participants, he saw Twitter as 

the epicenter of cancel culture, having an outsized impact on institutional decision-

making. “They had the impression that if something is an outrage on Twitter that 
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somehow represents the average U.S. population, which, of course, we know is not the 

case,” he explained. Drs. Thomas and Marshall identified several factors that they saw as 

influencing administrations to bend under cancel culture pressure, including risk 

aversion, concerns over bad publicity, loss of donor funds, and lack of faculty governance 

in corporatized universities. Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science) put it this way: 

I think they give in because it’s easier to hang an individual faculty member out to 

dry than tell a mob of students… or angry alumni, who may be threatening to pull 

money, [that] you won't enforce the ideology. 

Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science) emphasized a lack of concern for faculty he 

had observed. “We are literally just an employee code on a spreadsheet that can be 

removed at any minute,” he said. “If there's a problem, the automatic reaction [from 

administrators] is we’re just not going to deal with this.” 

Social media surveillance—that is, the ability to watch and be watched on these 

platforms—were also seen as motivators for their fellow academics to present themselves 

in ways that invited or catered to cancel culture. “Rhetoric is not new, but it's newly 

amplified,” as Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities) put it. The “voyeurism” and 

“exhibitionist” aspects of Twitter, she said, “play to that energy” of “doing naughty stuff 

in public.” She pointed to the “power that they feel” when “they can post something, and 

people freak out.” Many participants agreed with Dr. Darby’s view that the features and 

discursive norms of social network apps encouraged performative pronouncements and 

hyperbole. “Academics amplify disgust about problems on social media,” replied a 

tenured professor of natural science who noted that “this can be used to manipulate 

organizations” by appealing to audiences outside the institution for support (P-62). Such 
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practices “attempt to leverage social pressure to get administrative decision-makers to 

quickly settle matters of dispute in favor of the complainants,” added a lecturer in social 

science (P78). Dr. James (tenured full, humanities) likewise surmised that “it tends to be 

the person who screams the loudest” who is rewarded on social media.  

Many of these scholars recognized a tendency for social media to, as Dr. James 

put it, evoke “a visceral reaction” to which they themselves were susceptible. “When I 

see something on social media that I feel is wrong, or misguided,” he confessed, “the fury 

descends.” Dr. Thomas emphasized that on Twitter, “on average, the stuff that I’ve seen 

from academics is highly emotional.” Dr. Beverly, too, regretted that she was “starting to 

see where people aren’t valuing each other” in their social media statements. “It's sad; 

they've misplaced their values in this virtual world that really doesn't exist,” she reflected. 

With numerous observations like these, this group of academics recognized that social 

media had promoted a cancel culture effect not only among the public but among 

themselves and their colleagues. “It creates a lot of tension,” Dr. Bernard acknowledged. 

“We've had a cranky group of faculty for a while, but a lot of that was administration-

directed. Now we have some pretty extreme, angry faculty.” Because of these cultural 

changes around social media, Dr. Marshall observed, “everyone is on the edge of their 

seats—like everyone,” and “it doesn't matter what side of the [political] spectrum you are 

on; people are just trigger-happy.”  

Cancel culture, in the abstract, was not attributed to one group or ideology by 

these participants. In its broadest definition, this was a “neutral phenomenon used by 

many groups,” and not necessarily associated with “one political side or the other” (P-

101). Some participants pointed to signs of these online trends as early as 2003 when the 
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country music group, The Dixie Chicks, had been targeted for boycott by right-leaning 

websites over their critical remarks about Republican President George W. Bush; and 

others saw ties stretching back to the “Red Scare” and McCarthyism of the 1940s and 50s 

that saw blacklisting and persecutions of left-leaning individuals, including academics. 

Right-wing cancelation efforts were occasionally mentioned in terms of political groups 

on the right known to monitor and publicize statements made by “leftist” scholars. These 

academics drew a distinction, however, between public outrage and political targeting on 

the right, which was seen as external to the academy, and the existence of cancel culture 

within the academy—this latter form was the cancel culture these academics feared, and 

this was discussed in explicit terms as a product of the political left. 

Participants overwhelmingly associated cancel culture at their institutions with a 

set of left-wing beliefs that they described as inconsistent with their understanding of 

liberalism—indeed, these views represented, as one academic librarian stated, “the 

abandonment of liberalism on the part of most of the progressive Left in favor of a 

ruthlessly enforced single worldview” (P-97). This enforced worldview was described as 

a dominant ideology to which dissent was not tolerated, as is discussed next. 

Ecclesia DEI: Enforced Ideology. Many academics who interviewed for this 

study self-identified as liberal, left-leaning, or politically moderate. There was bi-partisan 

consensus between these and their more conservative fellow participants, however, that 

the academy was heavily skewed toward the political left. “Obviously, most academics—

myself included—are liberals and progressives,” quipped Dr. Bernard (tenured full, 

social science). “You’re asking me, but you know this very well,” said Dr. Regina 

(tenured, natural science). “Academics are largely, at least in the sciences, extremely 
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leftist,” and “they’ve been leftist for a long, long time,” she assessed. The “hegemony of 

the left” in academia, as center-right-leaning law student Roger referred to it, was a 

reality to which “there are few exceptions.” One such exception was Dr. Beverly 

(tenured, business), the only scholar in this study who was certain her institution could 

not be described in this way—her Christian college, she said, was decidedly not aligned 

with progressive values. “It’s owned by the [church], so the dictates are from the church, 

which is a little different,” she explained; however, she also perceived that this was not 

necessarily the norm even among religious institutions. “There are some schools that are 

Catholic,” for example, or that represent various other denominations, “but they kind of 

do their own thing,” she noted. The extent to which their various schools were indeed 

skewed politically was not a focus of this study, though it was clear that the 

predominance of left-wing views was considered by these scholars as an underlying 

reason why cancel culture had been permitted to thrive at their institutions. “They are 

adherents to the ideology that is being enforced,” observed Dr. Thomas (tenured full, 

social science) of his institutional leadership. For this reason, he explained, the left-wing 

aspects of cancel culture tended to be overlooked:  

I think most universities, because of the political makeup of who works in them, 

operate according to certain core cultural assumptions that would be consistent 

with the progressive left…. We just take for granted that everybody sees the 

world as we do—of course, we have PhDs, come on! 

Many of these scholars, like Dr. Thomas, perceived that their colleagues and 

administrators simply did not see left-wing cancel culture as problematic, at least 
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initially, because the causes and issues these activities promoted had resembled their own 

widely held views. 

Dr. Keaton (tenured full, humanities) offered a unique perspective within the 

group as his political worldview had shifted from left to right-leaning in recent years. “I 

was very free and open with my opinions when it was pretty clear that everybody in the 

universe agreed with me and I would get celebrated,” he reflected; and, as he recalled, 

that impression led him to speak out with hostility on social media: 

I was very comfortable being disparaging of people… [and of] anything that was 

slightly right-of-center…. I did not really care if I offend some right-winger—

fuck 'em… they're probably just bad people…. They probably wanted [to be] 

controlling women's bodies because they were part of the patriarchy. 

At the time of this study, Dr. Keaton was reflecting on his former attitudes and behaviors 

as a left-leaning professor. He cited, for example, an incident when he expressed his 

outrage that the Christian-owned retailer Hobby Lobby had put up legal resistance to 

paying for contraception as mandated under the Affordable Care Act: “I remember 

making some statements” on social media, he recalled, “that people who were not 

interested in paying for contraception or abortion were theocrats.” Those comments 

provoked a response from a student who challenged his assertions. At the time, Dr. 

Keaton was not impressed by that exchange. “I didn't engage with him. I'm just like, 

whatever, dude,” he remembered. Today, he sees that incident differently:  

Imagine the courage of that student of mine to message me…. that's an incredible 

power differential—and the balls [it took] to message me and ask me about that. It 

was impressive now that I think about it.  
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Dr. Keaton saw his own approach as less impressive in hindsight. “It’s very easy to be 

brave speaking truth to power when, actually, everything is aligned towards you,” he 

reflected. “I was one of those people—just like all my friends are now,” he laughed, but 

then clarified: “Not all of them, but most of them—I mean, I work in academia.” 

Even as they discussed perceived left-wing biases at their institutions and more 

broadly in the academy, these academics were careful to distinguish liberalism from the 

ideologies they associated with cancel culture—these included far-left beliefs related to 

race, gender, and critical theories. Such views were described as “enforced” within the 

academy, rather than widely held, and were given a variety of labels, including social 

justice, anti-racism or critical race theory, Marxism, socialism, radical feminism, 

LGBTQ and queer theories; and woke was commonly used as a catch-all term (note: the 

term woke originated among progressives to mean an awareness of systemic 

inequalities—to be or stay awake to social disparities—though, at the time of this writing, 

the word is considered a pejorative used by critics of progressive views). Within their 

institutions, these ideologies were associated with programs, departments, and initiatives 

under the official label of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, or DEI. Cancel culture around 

topics related to DEI was described as empowered or encouraged by these initiatives that 

had been prioritized at many of their institutions. 

These academics described social media surveillance as one way that DEI and 

related ideologies were promulgated and enforced—by monitoring the speech of faculty 

and students and applying cancel culture tactics to call out, correct, or punish deviation 

from expected norms. These academics recognized, as Dr. Winston (tenured, social 

science) put it, that “it also applies to left-wing faculty.” Referring to these incidents as 
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“left-on-left crime,” he explained that “a very common pattern with these things is 

normie libs getting attacked by the super-woke, or even the woke turning on each other.” 

In such cases, he said, “people who are woke [will] phrase something slightly the wrong 

way—they use last year's euphemism instead of this year's euphemism, or whatever.” 

The rapidly changing rules of speech they observed included phrasing and terminology 

related to gender, cultural and ethnic groups, Western culture, and liberal political 

philosophies, as well as scientific and academic concepts such as positivism, 

mathematics, and biology. These areas, among others, were perceived as targets for 

cancel culture that, if discussed, could bring charges of racism, sexism, homophobia, 

transphobia, and other labels against the scholar. Language policing instilled fear and 

hesitation in these scholars as they worried about being accused and punished for speech 

that was “within the Overton Window,” as Dr. Bernard described it. This feeling was 

reflected by one tenured professor of humanities who described it as “an atmosphere like 

shifting sands, in which something can become unacceptable from one day to the next.” 

“Frankly, being a biologist is super risky,” said Dr. Carmen, a tenured professor 

in that field. Her work and teaching deals with genetics, and she had received criticism 

from her colleagues for discussing the role of genetic differences in shaping biological 

outcomes for human populations, which she viewed as established science while others 

considered it racist. Dr. Regina, also tenured in natural sciences, agreed that cancel 

culture had made it risky for scientists to discuss their work, even with colleagues: 

I do not believe that the academics of today believe in free inquiry. They are not 

willing to listen to other people’s opinions; they just shut it down. They only 

accept information that supports their philosophy, and I don't think they're being 
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honest. I don't think they believe in data. They have a higher goal. It's not about 

the truth anymore; it's about their ideology. 

Dr. Carmen, further explaining the concerns that Dr. Regina and other participants 

expressed, and explained that, even in the hard sciences, “the narrative is dominated by 

the humanities, and all the administrators buy into it, even though I know that, personally, 

some of them don't accept it—they all buy into it [because] they are terrified.” She 

stressed again: “People are really afraid.” 

Fear was a dominant element in these scholar’s discussions of cancel culture; 

however, the extent to which they characterized their perceptions in distinct and overt 

terms of spirituality or religion was unanticipated and noteworthy. Those within their 

institutions who enforced ideologies associated with DEI were described as promulgating 

a moral code, rather than an academic perspective. Dr. James, for example, observed that 

“there’s sort of an evangelical zeal that we’re preaching this secular gospel to convert 

people.” Dr. Shelby (tenured, social science) also noticed an “expectation that people will 

sign on to a belief or worldview that they consider the right—morally right—point of 

view.” The monitoring, hostility, and targeting carried out on social media were seen to 

support this moralistic interpretation. As one tenure-track professor of natural science (P-

88) put it, “cancel culture requires disassociating from anyone considered ‘un-pure,’ and 

expecting similar ‘chastity’ from one's acquaintances.”  

These scholars recognized that their institutions, too, had publicly endorsed lists 

and declarations of beliefs. A popular left-wing political sign that reads “In this house we 

believe…” was referenced as an analogy for the release of statements affirming 

institutional support for social movements they related to DEI. Such actions represented, 
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as Dr. Carmen said, “almost a religious manifesto” that now governed the institution. Dr. 

Curtis (lecturer, humanities) viewed these activities as reflecting a desire among some 

academics to leverage the academy’s cultural influence to disseminate a belief system:  

The academy is the [new] priesthood. They're the church… and just like the 

Roman Church in the Middle Ages stifled dissent, that's the academy's job—

except, instead of threatening you with damnation and excommunication and all 

of that, we're threatening you with other things. 

Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science) echoed a similar view, using more specific 

references to the cancel culture practices: 

If you take it that seriously, then of course, you are concerned about the salvation 

of souls… and you're going to make sure that any of the sinners who are out 

there—especially the public sinners—don't corrupt everyone else. They have to 

be identified, and they have to be condemned, and they have to be 

excommunicated. And maybe they can repent, because there's a whole system of 

repentance involved [in cancel culture] where, if they grovel sufficiently, maybe 

they can be brought back into the congregation. 

Dr. Darby (tenured humanities), who conducts research on religion, agreed. “I see 

eruptions of the sacred in these things that we're not allowed to talk about,” she assessed. 

Beyond direct enforcement of ideologies, these scholars also described what they 

saw as inward desires for academics to adopt a moralistic approach and participate in 

cancel culture. Several engaged in discussions about a broader spiritual or existential 

crisis in which academics, like many in contemporary society, they said, lacked an 

alternative belief system. “Modernity is all about interiority and subjectivity,” Dr. Darby 
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explained. “The cancel culture stuff is because you're terrified you don't exist unless 

everybody else agrees with you,” she interpreted. From this perspective, cancel culture 

was seen, at least for some, as “looking to be martyrs,” as Dr. James put it. “I guess it fills 

a void in their lives—it gives them a sense of meaning and purpose,” he reasoned.  

It must be stated that, while the descriptions presented above reflect the 

perspectives of nearly all the academics in this study, most of these scholars recognized 

that their assessments of DEI, as well as cancel culture, would be viewed quite differently 

by those whose beliefs aligned in these areas. “Something only seems like an ideology if 

you disagree with it, right?” Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social science) acknowledged, as 

did many others. Indeed, there were two participants who expressed alternative views of 

cancel culture, both through submission on their questionnaires. The first, an adjunct 

instructor of social science, described cancel culture instead as “holding people 

accountable for their actions” (P-41). The second, also an adjunct in social sciences, 

stated that cancel culture was a “racist and bullying term for people who are afraid of 

change” (P-59). Dr. Marshall, who identified his own views as “left-of-center,” also 

interpreted that those on the left may not see “what’s the harm” of cancel culture. “If you 

have nothing to hide, why are you afraid?” he summarized. “If you’re the right kind of 

person, then you shouldn't fear anything—but, of course, depending on the audience, you 

could be a villain or a hero.”  

Though these participants shared an understanding that far-left beliefs were being 

enforced by cancel culture, they were also clear that these practices empowered a subset 

of individuals within their campus communities. Their descriptions of the power 

dynamics supporting an activist subgroup are discussed next. 
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True Believers: Activist Subgroup. These academics’ descriptions and fears of 

cancel culture shifted between broad assessments of a changing academic culture, as 

described above, and more specific descriptions of groups and individuals who were seen 

as empowered by social media surveillance in this context. Although their concerns were 

ultimately linked to a threat of termination, or some other institutional punishment posed 

by cancel culture, these scholars did not attribute the associated social media monitoring 

to administrators at their schools. Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science), for example, 

expressed his doubts that administrators were watching faculty on social media: 

I have a hard time believing that there are deans and provosts and presidents who 

are spending time monitoring the online activities of faculty members. Just 

working closely enough with folks who are in those roles, I would be surprised if 

they have the time to engage in those activities, let alone the desire to do so. 

Instead, this group expressed a common understanding that students were the primary 

surveillance agents operating under cancel culture. Some related this perception to a 

change they had observed more generally in their students’ approaches to faculty. Dr. 

Leslie (tenure-track, natural science) described conversations she had had with her 

colleagues about a “big difference in the student population, in the sense of entitlement 

and things like that—you know, that they’re here to have a combative relationship with 

the faculty, which is crazy to me.” Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social science) attributed 

this change to a broader trend in the way students were treated by institutions: 

For decades, people have been essentially complaining about this idea of student 

empowerment—and what I mean by that is not that you don't want students to 

have empowerment, but with a sense of the corporate culture of academia… 



286 

 

students are increasingly treated like customers. So, there does seem to be some 

sense that the students have more power. 

Students were, at times, described as politically ambivalent; they were viewed as 

empowered by the mechanics of cancel culture, but not necessarily as adherents to the 

underlying ideologies these scholars had ascribed to it. Dr. Winston (tenured, social 

science) provided an example of this dynamic: “You gave me a C-minus on the midterm, 

so I'm gonna go check out your Facebook and see if I can get you canceled for 

something.” In such cases, surveillance of faculty social media was viewed as a means to 

a personal end, or an exercise in power, rather than a political action. 

  Separate and distinct from these incidents of retaliatory surveillance were 

descriptions of a smaller subset of students who were seen as activists for left-wing 

policies at their institutions and instigators of cancel culture incidents intended to 

promote these causes. Dr. Keaton (tenured full, humanities) described the group: 

There’s a fair number of these student activists, but not a lot of them. I'm not sure 

what classes they’re taking, but they have plenty of time to stand with signs in the 

center of campus to ask people to sign petitions to have these people fired. 

Dr. Carmen (tenured, natural science) agreed. “I think that it’s small—the very vocal 

ones,” she explained; however, these scholars emphasized that the dynamics of cancel 

culture allowed for even a small number of students to wield significant power. 

Discussing his concerns about students monitoring faculty on social media, Dr. Bernard 

(tenured full, social science) stressed: 
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If just one student—that's all it takes—decides that this is off-message, it doesn't 

matter if there's data, it doesn't matter if there are studies or whatever else that 

support [your statements]. 

Dr. Winston explained his observations of how social media allowed for such a scenario: 

The basic dynamic with these things is a few students in a class complain about 

something, they put up a Change.org petition, it goes viral, and some number of 

people who are not students try and be good allies and they sign the petition. 

Some of the faculty who participated in this study had been targets of incidents that 

matched the pattern Dr. Winston had described. In one case, shared by a professor 

emeritus of social science (P-82), the event was triggered by a former student whose 

allegations provoked further activism from current students on social media: 

A few years ago, I had a former student “friend” screenshot a post I made about 

the police shooting of a local man. I posted [the victim’s] conviction record while 

stating that it might not be relevant to the morality of the shooting but questioning 

whether it would be admissible in court if the officers were tried for murder. I was 

labeled a “racist” and the screenshot [was] circulated. Many students commented 

on the post agreeing that I was a racist and that I said things in class all the time 

that were racist. One former student set up a petition on Change.org to have me 

fired because I was a racist… Some of them [had once] introduced me to their 

parents as their “favorite professor.” 

This professor reflected on her experience with cancel culture, saying it was “very 

hurtful” and made teaching at her school awkward thereafter. “The petition was only 

signed by a few people, none of them students who had taken me for a class,” she added, 
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but “now, when you Google my name, the petition leading with ‘[My name] is a racist’ is 

the 3rd or 4th result to pop up.” 

 Students targeting faculty on social media were also described as threats to 

personal safety in some cases. One tenured professor of humanities (P-85) had, for 

example, been the target of a “doxing” campaign initiated by a “disgruntled student.” 

Doxing is a form of social media surveillance in which the agent exposes personal 

information about the target, such as home address or financial information; and this is 

illegal in some states. That professor shared the following about the experience: 

I ended up having to move, change all my phone numbers and emails, and close 

down my online presence. I never want to go through that again. Silence is the 

price I pay for my family's safety and my own peace of mind…. It was a disaster. 

I lost friends and professional support…. 

While most of the academics in this study did not report personal experiences like those 

above, many had witnessed such events or were aware of their risks. Dr. Shelby (tenured, 

social science), for example, spoke of a recent incident where a “grad student” in her 

department had “lambasted two professors” on Twitter, posting an “an ‘open letter’ to the 

board of my university calling for the firing of an untenured professor and the suspension 

and removal from all interaction with grad students of a tenured faculty member.” The 

allegations, she said, were related to sexism; however, “Their claims about these 

professors struck me as rather trivial,” she assessed. 

Among the activist subgroup engaged in targeting faculty with cancel culture 

campaigns, Dr. Regina (tenured, natural science) believed that “The grads students, they 

are soldiers in this war—especially female grad students; they are the worst.” She 
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believed that she had been targeted by student surveillance after sharing her story of 

living in a Communist country in Latin America. Her criticisms of Communism, she 

believed, prompted grad students to seek her removal from the classroom, “and that was 

probably the reason why I'm not teaching anymore,” she said. Dr. Regina spoke of 

student activism in stark terms of a culture war being waged at her school: 

They're willing to use any tactic in order to win their side of the war, because they 

are true believers in this…. I’m not sure how this group was able to so effectively 

persuade female graduate students, but they are the best soldiers this group has. 

They're willing to do anything. 

Dr. Regina’s comments point to an underlying assumption, shared by many of the 

academics in this study, that groups within their institutions are encouraging students to 

target members of the campus community who are not aligned with left-wing beliefs.  

Faculty and staff colleagues were implicated by many of these scholars for 

fostering a climate of division in which cancel culture is rewarded. As Dr. Bernard stated. 

“I wouldn't blame it all on the students—at least at our university, there's definitely some 

faculty that are egging some of this stuff on.” Some participants recognized that such 

encouragement was openly stated at their institutions. “We train them that way, 

honestly,” observed Dr. Keaton, noting the language used by his colleagues about the 

intended learning outcomes of his program. “I mean, [my school] feels very strongly as a 

body that… they're not just teaching people things; they're really training up activists.” 

Dr. Vera (independent scholar), no longer teaching at a university, agreed with Dr. 

Keaton’s assessment. “It occurs to me that we have produced this generation,” she 

reflected, and further explained: 
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Teachers—and I'm talking about K-12 as well as professors—don't see their 

mission as being one of imparting the great treasure trove of knowledge that 

we've acquired over the centuries, but to mold these future social justice warriors. 

Speaking of students and recent graduates more broadly, Dr. Vera concluded, “This is the 

nightmare that generations have created—they're out there now; they're in control.” 

Several of these academics expressed similar concerns that students were 

receiving training on DEI and related perspectives that had primed them to engage in 

cancel culture, including the targeting of faculty as well as fellow students. First-year 

orientations and so-called “University 101” programs—courses not taken for credit but 

nonetheless required, for example, to register for classes—were described as delivering 

political messaging to shape students’ perspectives, such as training on how to spot 

“microaggressions” and other forms of everyday speech presented to students as harmful 

or akin to acts of violence. “It's a way to write the rules,” explained Dr. Regina. “It is 

how you get everybody on board,” as Dr. Keaton saw it. He continued:  

From the word go, all these students come in and they've got this firehose of what 

they don't personally believe. Some of them take it and they're like, yep, these are 

my people, this is what I do, and I'm into it…. But the rest of them, they're just 

like, well, now I know how to get an A. 

Dr. Winston (tenured, social science) saw similar methods applied for both faculty and 

students, such as with the electronic forms required to engage with institutional 

processes. “I recently filled out a form where it wouldn’t let you proceed unless you put 

your [preferred gender] pronouns in the form—it was one of those mandatory fields,” he 

explained. The shared language used to describe these practices was that of 
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indoctrination; however, Dr. Shelby (tenured, social science) expressed her view in 

starker terms: “I go further and say it’s like a Star Trek episode with the Borg trying to 

assimilate you—it reminds me of that: ‘You will be assimilated.’” 

A notable exception to the perspectives mentioned above was provided by Dr. 

Paul, who is a tenured full professor of humanities at a community college. He noted that, 

at his school, “there's not really that sense at all” that students are adversarial toward 

faculty or monitoring their speech for opportunities to engage in cancel culture. In 

community college, he said, “a lot of the students are just coming between jobs—they're 

just getting in their car, driving to class, and then, as soon as class is over, they're leaving 

for their job or whatever.” Dr. Paul also teaches as an adjunct at a nearby university, 

however, and he offered a comparison between his experiences: 

Well, it’s funny, because in the last couple years, once in a while, I teach a class 

up at [the university], and there were some issues going on there when I was 

teaching related to race and things like that… where students would protest and 

the administration would kind of give in immediately, almost to whatever 

demands were made. You know, as an adjunct, I'm not really involved with it, but 

I just saw it more when I was there. 

Dr. Paul’s perspective, while singular among the group, is offered here as an alternative 

case to the experiences shared by the four-year college and university professors. It 

cannot be stated that his community college environment is similar to others; however, 

his case did suggest that the climate of cancel culture, and the activism these scholars 

associated with encouraging it, were more relevant to residential campuses. 
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Student and faculty activism around cancel culture was described as exerting 

social pressure on academics to use their social media to express compliance with 

expected ideological norms, or to signal support for favored viewpoints and causes at 

their campuses and within the academy. This pressure to post is discussed next as the 

final subtheme related to academics’ construction of social media self-presentations in 

the context of imagined surveillance. 

Signaling Support: Pressure to Post on Social Media. Social media surveillance 

was discussed by these academics as having a role in social sorting on their campuses. 

Their visibility on these platforms meant that others in their local and broader academic 

communities would be able to observe their degrees of compliance with dominant 

sociopolitical viewpoints on race, gender, and other topics described above; and these 

evaluations were perceived to have professional and social outcomes. This was the only 

point in these discussions when participants described social media self-presentation as 

having a compulsory element. “You have to do this or else we're going to notice you 

didn't do it,” was how Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social science) summarized the implied 

pressure to post. For faculty, he said, the pressure was to maintain social norms and 

protect self-interests; and for those who do not: 

You may, at the very least, be shamed [by] your colleagues. We’re all going to 

whisper about you and say you’re a racist—or, particularly if you’re untenured, 

this might be a factor in your later evaluations.   

Social media could be used in various ways to express compliance with expected norms, 

such as writing personal statements or sharing memes and articles that are overtly 

supportive of favored perspectives; or, more subtly, by the terminology and phrasing a 
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scholar chooses to employ in otherwise apolitical messages. In so doing, said Dr. James 

(tenured full, humanities), “you’re able to signal your solidarity with your group.” As 

these considerations have become more widespread for academics when crafting social 

media self-presentations, Dr. James wondered, “Doesn’t it, then, also become a necessity 

that you have to continue to show your solidarity with the group?” 

Cancel culture was seen as a motivator to present group identity or ingroup 

support using social media; and this view informed these academics’ assessments of their 

colleagues who were seen to use social media in that way. Dr. Regina (tenured, natural 

science), who is Latina, saw a particular vulnerability to such pressures for her white 

colleagues. “There’s a lot of white guys in my department,” she said, “and they speak the 

language, and they put those [gender] pronouns, and it’s a way to save their skin—and to 

still be accepted.” Several other participants expressed a sense that white scholars, 

particularly white men, were more suspect under the gaze of cancel culture. Dr. Carmen 

(tenured, social science), for example, acknowledged, “I’ve had the freedom of speaking 

more openly than most of my colleagues because I’m Latina and I’m a woman.” Dr. 

Leslie (tenure-track, natural science) saw that, while she has Native American ancestry, 

in her words, “I look white.” Considering how her image might be viewed by others, she 

admitted, “Yeah, I feel that pressure,” and “I can totally see, especially right now, if 

you’re Caucasian or even look Caucasian,” how other academics might as well. Dr. 

Keaton (tenured full, humanities) expressed his perception bluntly: “People don’t want to 

hear from a middle-aged white guy,” he said of himself. Speaking not about race but 

about social sorting more generally, Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science) explained, 

“I do think there are certain people who feel like they have a professional obligation to 
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kind of go there” with social media, thinking “maybe if I send up those proper signals, 

then nobody will be looking critically at me about what I think or what I believe.” 

Signaling was the language these scholars often used for self-presentations made 

in expectation of social surveillance. More specifically, “Social media has led to a lot of 

virtue signaling,” as Dr. Parker (tenured, business) and many other participants described 

it. Virtue signaling referred to a performative style of social media posting intended to 

demonstrate one’s fidelity to dominant group values. “I’m not saying they’re completely 

insincere about it,” said Dr. Thomas, but “I think there’s pressure that some faculty 

members feel to participate in that, to reassure their colleagues [or] to reassure their 

institutions that, hey, yeah, I’m on board,” he explained. “I suppose there’s maybe a 

prestige factor that goes with it,” said Roger (law student, adjunct). “It can give people 

certain bona fides that they might otherwise feel they’re lacking,” he reasoned.  

Virtue signaling was viewed with skepticism by these academics, nearly all of 

whom stated that they had tried to avoid posting messages of this sort; however, they 

perceived that virtue signaling was the underlying motivation for a preponderance of 

performative posting they observed from their colleagues. Twitter, once again, was 

singled out as the primary outlet for such expressions. Dr. James described his 

observations of the practice in colorful terms: 

[It] reminds me, at the risk of being crude, of when I walk our dogs in the 

evening; they have to take turns peeing where other dogs have peed. So much of 

Twitter seems to be exactly that: a series of reactive markings. I know people talk 

about virtue signaling, but I think, somehow, marking a fire hydrant is more apt. 
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Dr. Paul (tenured full, humanities) shared a similar impression. “Social media encourages 

this kind of group, tribalistic thinking,” he said. “It’s like I have to go along with my team 

even if it’s not necessarily something I’m interested in.” Invoking the surveillance 

element associated with virtue signaling, one adjunct instructor of social science (P-33) 

summarized: “everyone jumps on because they don’t want to be the one who stands out.”  

Participants also identified times when they had experienced overt pressure from 

their institutions or colleagues to signal on social media; for example, when schoolwide 

or departmental emails encouraged faculty to post messages in support of a cause or 

group, such as LBGTQ Pride Month or Black Lives Matter. “There was a movement on 

the listserv to try to get people to update their [social media] accounts,” Roger recalled of 

emails he had received from his former department following the 2020 murder of citizen 

George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer. “I think everyone put a black box on their 

accounts.” Pressure to display support for Black Lives Matter, the political action group 

that led nationwide protests in the wake of the Floyd murder and other police-involved 

deaths of black men and women, was the most common example of compelled social 

media self-presentation referenced by these academics; and such incidents were described 

as particularly difficult to navigate or discuss with colleagues and students. While these 

participants expressed personal horror at the murder of George Floyd, for example, their 

unwillingness to display a “black square” on their social media stemmed from a more 

nuanced interpretation of the gesture. “Because there’s a portion of the population who 

understands that black lives do matter, but that BLM Inc. is not the same thing,” 

explained Dr. Parker, referencing a distinction that he and other participants saw between 

the killing of Floyd and others, which they abhorred, and positions taken by the BLM 
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organization, such as defunding the police and promoting Marxist social policies, which 

some did not wish to support. 

Similar concerns were expressed about other social media trends that these 

academics observed from their colleagues and campus communities. The practice of 

displaying preferred gender pronouns (e.g., “he/him,” “she/her,” or “they/them”), for 

example, was described by Dr. Winston (tenured, social science) in this way:   

I feel like there is pressure with the whole pronouns thing in [social media] bios, 

but I don't know how much of that is people explicitly asking you, saying, “Hey, 

you, why haven’t you put your pronouns in your bio?” so much as it’s a modeling 

behavior where it becomes increasingly common, and then people are kind of 

like, well, why haven’t you? 

The trend of displaying preferred pronouns was seen as enforcing a favored viewpoint 

that gender is a social construct; and this was problematic for some participants, 

particularly the natural scientists in the group. “People confuse gender with sex,” said Dr. 

Carmen, a biologist. “Of course, gender and sex are not [the same]. They are highly 

correlated—and usually your gender is determined by your sex because of hormones—

but they are not always the same,” she explained. Here again, these scholars took a more 

nuanced view of the issue and preferred not to signal a public message that could be 

construed as endorsing an idea that was inconsistent with their scientific understanding. 

Not displaying gender pronouns, however, was seen as a risky choice. “I think it is 

increasingly a tell,” explained Dr. Winston. “We're reaching the point where it’s at a high 

enough density, at least locally, that the absence of it is indicative.” 
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Much of the risk associated with abstaining from social media signaling was 

related to cancel culture. These scholars referred to a slogan that had become popular 

among activists which stated, “silence is violence.” Recognizing that some cancel 

incidents occurred when faculty were targeted for what they did not say, Dr. Bernard 

lamented, “you can’t even get away with silence.” He, like others, described the threat of 

cancel culture as a “mob mentality,” and further explained: 

It's like Puritanism; it’s like you do it, or you get put in the stocks. Most people 

are gonna do it, because most people want to keep their heads down, keep their 

jobs, feed their families—they don't want to get shamed, which is 

understandable… so they’ll put the damn black square up if they feel like that’s 

going to protect them, but they don't mean it. That's the performative aspect. 

Dr Parker agreed: “Not putting out the statement is somehow testament to the fact that 

you should be removed from society.” The tenured professor of business then compared 

the practice of virtue signaling to a “social credit system.” He explained: 

We all have a bank account with other human beings in our life… That’s how you 

build trust: you make small deposits in your relationships so that people learn to 

trust you and count on you; and if, God forbid, you slip up and do something 

stupid, you have a bank account with that person… But when the deposits become 

political positions and black squares, then we have the danger of the social credit 

system because we’re defining the deposits and withdrawals way differently…. 

Maintaining social credit through social media “seems to become a sport in and of itself,” 

said Dr. Parker; and “so much so that it’s led people to believe that virtue signaling is 

actually doing something.” 
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Beyond their individual concerns about the various groups and ideas they felt 

pressured to support, these scholars shared a sense that so-called virtue signaling was an 

artificial and ultimately ineffective way of enacting meaningful change. Dr. Paul (tenured 

full, humanities) conveyed this perspective that had been echoed in many ways by his 

fellow participants. “Are you a Seinfeld fan by any chance?” he asked before relating a 

famous scenario from that sitcom:  

There’s an episode where Kramer is walking in the AIDS Walk, and [the 

activists] get mad at him because he won’t wear the ribbon. That’s a nice 

illustration of the issue: they don’t care that he’s walking for AIDS; it’s the 

symbolism over the substance. Social media tend to encourage that kind of 

symbolism over substance. 

Dr. Henry (tenured, humanities) felt likewise, and disagreed strongly with the notion that 

silence is akin to violence. “Millennials see silence as consent, and if you’re not doing 

anything publicly [then] you’re not doing enough,” he said; but “I didn’t black out my 

profile because—and I’m being very honest and sincere with you, and it may sound 

controversial—I don’t believe in tokenism.” He explained his view this way: 

I don't believe in just doing the minimum. I see enough signs in the front of 

multimillion-dollar mansions saying, “Black Lives Matter,” when my assumption 

is you’re not doing any more than just putting up a sign so you can pat yourself on 

the back…. You know, I teach at a university that has a very large percentage of 

minorities and socioeconomically challenged students. I strive for racial equality 

on a daily basis, I hope, in my actions and my interactions….  
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Responding to the pressure to signal on social media, Dr. Henry concluded, “I’ll do my 

work towards these issues on my own and I don’t want other people’s praise.” 

Social signaling, whether an effective form of activism or not, was described as a 

now common way for academics to express affinity for all manner of social groups and 

categories. The COVID-19 pandemic, for example, was discussed as a new level of social 

sorting where academics used social media to divide themselves into opposing camps 

according to their views on vaccination, masking—topics that were hotly debated at the 

time of this study and did not always cut along the left-right divide. “A lot of them have 

the ‘I got vaccinated’ thing around the profile picture,” observed Dr. Shelby (tenured, 

social science), “so, it’s more the little things, rather than an actual political opinion” she 

explained. “I’ve seen people [with profile pictures] that say, ‘I have an immune system,’ 

[or] ‘I don't care if you’re vaccinated,’” added Dr. Parker, pointing out that, in contrast to 

political matters, signaling practices had been adopted by competing sides of these issues 

where the dominant perspective was less clear. In either case, Dr. Parker clarified, “yeah, 

that's virtue signaling.”  

The profile picture on Facebook, Twitter, and other platforms—also known as an 

avatar—was frequently discussed as a prominent place for signaling. These platforms 

offer features and encouragement to update one’s profile picture with a variety of badges 

or ribbons in support of social causes, including vaccination, as described above. In the 

case of Facebook, users may be prompted, or nudged by the system, to make such a 

change—a method used by the company to promote its own favored causes. During the 

pandemic, however, some participants recognized that the practice had extended to 

instances where individuals displayed profile photos of themselves wearing face masks to 
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signal support for masking policies. Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities), for example, made 

the following observation about this trend: 

You can change your avatar, and everybody is like, I’m going to signal that I'm 

with this and with that—I’m going change my social media profile so that I am 

that. I think when the masks came out, everybody was like, oh, now I’m signaling 

this. They were trained already to change their avatar, but their own faces were 

their avatar for the last year. 

Other participants recognized elements of signaling in masking practices, whether in 

profile pictures or in social situations where the use of a mask was seen as a personal 

statement. Dr. Leslie (tenure-track, natural science) expressed this perspective: “There 

were times when I felt the use of a mask, depending on the setting—you know, in an 

outdoor setting, for example, at a beach, and a person’s, like, half a mile away… and I’m 

like, come on.” she laughed. “That’s my reaction: the person’s virtue signaling.”  

Summary of RQ1 Themes. In summary, these academics described social media 

self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance as influenced by two major 

themes. The first theme, the Promises and Perils of In/visibility, was described according 

to the subthemes of unspoken rules, overlapping identities, social support, and personal 

opinion-sharing. This theme reflected how social media provide opportunities to promote 

oneself, engage students, and reach new audiences, these academics sought to balance the 

opportunities and risks of increased visibility. Lacking formal training or guidance from 

their institutions, they relied on social learning to determine norms and best practices for 

presenting themselves as scholars on social media. A common strategy of maintaining 

separation between personal and academic identities on these platforms was complicated 



301 

 

by indistinct boundaries between their private and professional lives, as well as the desire 

to utilize social media for hobbies or to receive personal and social support from online 

connections. The blurring and merging of identity presentations was described as a 

slippery slope leading to over-sharing, mixing of audiences and social contexts, and self-

presentations that could damage personal and institutional reputations. 

The second theme, the Rise of Cancel Culture, was described according to the 

subthemes of enforced orthodoxy, activist subgroup, and pressure to signal support. This 

theme reflected a recent change in in academic culture observed by these scholars. Cancel 

culture was defined as a trend of loosely organized campaigns to target and silence 

individuals, often academics, who express views that are deemed inappropriate by social 

media audiences. In the context of this study, cancel culture practices within these 

academics’ institutions were the primary focus. Cancel culture was described as 

enforcing an ideology, or orthodoxy, associated with progressive perspectives on race, 

gender, and social policy; and these were characterized by participants as the dominant 

morality with which social media self-presentations were expected to comply. Threats of 

cancel culture were associated with an activist subgroup consisting of students and 

faculty empowered to use social media surveillance to target and punish colleagues who 

expressed heterodox perspectives. Social media surveillance was therefore described as a 

method of social sorting that exerted pressure on academics to signal support for favored 

ideas and groups. This practice was problematic for these scholars who described 

situations in which they had felt social or institutional pressure to make social media self-

presentations that compromised personal or scientific beliefs. 
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Themes related to RQ2 are presented in the following section. These themes 

described the ways that imagined surveillance influenced their personal social media self-

presentations. 

RQ2: Influence of Imagined Surveillance on Personal SM Self-Presentations. 

The second research question was concerned with how notions of imagined surveillance, 

as described under RQ1, influenced the personal social media self-presentations of these 

academics. Data analysis generated three additional themes to describe changes in 

behavior relative to surveillance perceptions: (1) protection chosen over participation, 

which is described according to the subthemes of withdrawal from social media, tenure is 

insufficient, and safe social media strategies; (2) trepidation while teaching, with 

subthemes of recording in the classroom and strategic instruction; and (3) resistance and 

rebellion, which is described by subthemes of pushback on cancel culture and a duty to 

speak out. Each theme and corresponding subthemes are expanded upon in this section to 

complete the narrative presentation of results. 

In addition, quantitative survey results are presenting in this section which 

highlight the influence of imagined surveillance on the personal social media self-

presentations of the study participants. These results include evidence self-censorship 

practices such as deleting social media posts out of concern for social surveillance (56% 

agree), trepidation about speaking in front of students who may post on social media 

(53% agree), and a notable portion (30%) of academics who reported altering their 

speech in offline settings to avoid potential social media exposure. 

Protection Chosen Over Participation. The academics who participated in this 

study had nearly all used social media apps for either personal or professional purposes; 
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however, many described making recent changes to their social media habits aimed at 

protection from surveillance risks. In some cases, self-protection related to feelings of 

emotional fatigue and stress, and these descriptions pointed to a more subtle influence of 

surveillance: social media enable watching in two directions—that is, one’s self-

presentations are seen by online observers, but one may also use these apps passively to 

watch what is presented by others. These academics described how engaging in social 

media surveillance shaped their perspectives, often negatively, and informed their 

decisions about non/use of these apps.  

Dr. Beverly (tenured, business), for example, had increased her use of Facebook 

in response to feelings of isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic; however, while 

watching others was initially sought as a remedy for loneliness, she described how this 

practice eventually felt addicting and then overwhelming. “It can definitely take over 

your life, and it can change your perspective,” she explained. “What I noticed” about 

social media was that “after I watched it, I got depressed,” she said. “It seemed like they 

were always having so much fun; and it seemed like I was not having so much fun.” 

These experiences led Dr. Beverly to become more cautious about using social media in a 

professional capacity. “I don’t want to lose the face-to-face,” she said. “I think back to 

my 30 plus years of working,” and “I so value the fun things that happened in the 

lunchroom or in the hallway” she reflected. “A lot of problem solving, and a lot of 

communication was done in those informal ways,” and “I wonder how we’re going to do 

that.” Referring to social media, as well as the Zoom videoconference through which she 

was speaking at that moment, she said, “It’s close… but it’s not the same.” 
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Other participants had also experienced stress from viewing negativity and 

hostility on social media. Dr. Paul (tenured full, humanities) referred to the “intellectual 

energy” exhausted on these apps and how he had “felt so much better” after stepping 

away from Facebook. “It just brought a lot of tension,” he said, because “it seemed like 

people were mostly just angry with each other and yelling at each other, including 

academics that I followed.” Dr. Henry (tenured, humanities) described how he had 

become too invested in the negativity before deciding to change his approach. “I used to 

skulk around the Internet looking for things to make me angry, and I realized just how 

horrible it was for me and my emotional state,” he said. He further recalled: 

I’d lurk in the comment sections for hours looking for things I disagreed with. I 

wouldn’t necessarily engage… I just wanted to confirm my lowest expectations of 

humanity. Then I realized how horrible it was—and that it wasn’t real. 

Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science) had remained active on Twitter in spite of 

negativity observed, but he confessed that the incessant back-and-forth was getting to 

him. “I'm just tired of talking,” he admitted. “I'm so weary of the conversation.”  

The stress of social media surveillance had also influenced Dr. Keaton (tenured 

full, humanities) to reassess his participation. “My relationship to social media has 

dramatically, dramatically changed,” he said. “I basically don’t use it anymore.” He had 

withdrawn after first attempting to use social media surveillance to monitor and “keep 

folders of evidence” for cancel culture and “inappropriate applications of political power” 

he was observing at his and other schools. “I can’t keep up,” he said. “It's just depressing, 

so I just stopped.” Referring to colleagues who remain active on social media, he said, “I 

don’t know how they handle it emotionally.” He wondered whether he would ever return 
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to participation without fear of surveillance and cancel culture risks. “I’m in the middle 

of that journey,” he admitted. “I have no idea what I’m going to need to be able to do it. 

I'm out at sea. 

Like Dr. Keaton and the others described here, many academics in this study 

described how the hostile conditions they had observed online and at their schools had 

led them to choose protection over participation on some or all social media apps. In this 

section, three subthemes related to protective measures are described: first, a withdrawal 

from social media participation in response to imagined surveillance the potential for 

targeting; second, these academics discussions of tenure as insufficient protection in the 

context of cancel culture that, for some, necessitated self-censorship; and finally, 

strategies described by those academics who had decided to maintain a public presence 

on social media by crafting a safer online persona. 

Impossible to Engage: Withdrawal from Social Media. Cancel culture had 

prompted many of these academics to cease or withdraw from their social media as a 

means of self-protection. Responses to the questionnaire revealed how prevalent this 

practice had been among the larger sample as numerous participants wrote about leaving 

Facebook, Twitter, and other platforms in recent months. The following submission from 

a tenured professor of social science (P-64) was emblematic: 

My social media use changed radically with the increase in cancel culture and 

woke attitudes on campus and announced by administration. Before Summer 

2020, I maintained a significant social media presence under my own name. After 

multiple communications by university administrators, I determined that social 
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media was not a benefit to my career and deleted or stopped using most of my 

mainstream accounts. 

Twitter was discussed as particularly problematic among the various social media apps 

these academics had used and subsequently avoided. “Twitter has become too toxic [and] 

dominated by extremists,” wrote another tenured professor (P-77). “As a political 

moderate, it’s impossible to engage in good faith discussions and debates” on that 

platform, he said. “A torrent of hatred is accessible on Twitter on a regular basis,” wrote 

another. “The reason Twitter has the character that it does is because people can be there 

anonymously,” said Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities), pointing to one of the most 

common reasons why she and other participants distanced themselves from that platform. 

“I think a lot of people don’t appreciate how truly nasty the Twitter stuff is, and how the 

people that are the noisiest and complaining tend to be the ones driving the nastiness.” 

The problems with Twitter, however, were not overlooked by other participants 

who were concerned with self-protection. “I don’t do Twitter; it drives me crazy!” said 

Dr. Curtis (lecturer, humanities), who felt it was not possible to have a reasoned 

conversation on that platform. “I've been Twitter mobbed by friends on the right as well 

as by friends on the left,” said Dr. Thomas (tenured full, humanities). “That happens 

much more on Twitter,” he explained, referencing not only anonymous users but the way 

that follows on that platform “don’t necessarily have a personal relationship.” Several 

participants also described being mobbed and subjected to personal attacks from 

unknown of unfamiliar audiences on Twitter. Dr. Vera (independent scholar), for 

example, had been targeted by a group of “nasty professors” who disagreed with her 

work. They “launched into these scurrilous attacks,” she said, “and then, of course, they 
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also insult you and say you’re not good enough to have a teaching job.” Vitriol such as 

this was among the more common reasons why these academics withdrew from Twitter. 

Other participants discussed fleeing hostility on Facebook as well. Dr. Bernard 

(tenured full, social science), for example, notably described his department’s faculty 

Facebook group in this way: 

We have a faculty Facebook page which, just this summer, I just deleted it. I got 

off it because it was just like—yeah, it was bad…. I've heard of other people that 

have gotten off the [faculty] Facebook page, and I've heard some people try to get 

off the faculty [email] listserv, because they just don't want to be around it—it’s 

poisonous to some extent. 

A similar issue with fellow faculty was described by another tenured professor (P-98) 

who referred to a Facebook “incident with department colleagues” that led him to “un-

friended most of them since I no longer feel it is safe for me to share my opinions in a 

public forum,” he said. “At the least, my point of view offends them; at the most, my job 

might be at risk. I would rather avoid either given the current climate.”  

Recent political and social events served as flashpoints for some faculty to 

withdraw over concern about increased activism on their campuses. Dr. Winston 

(tenured, social science) recalled his decision to restrict access to his Twitter account 

after the murder of George Floyd prompted widespread protests and civil unrest, 

including what he referred to as “struggle sessions” on his campus. “I saw that and I’m 

like, okay, this is dangerous, and I locked my Twitter account because my Spidey sense 

was tingling,” he recalled. “I locked my account because I just didn’t want students 

searching for my name.” The COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing at the time of this study, 
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was also credited with elevating hostility and motivating withdrawal from social media. 

“Rhetoric among ‘friends’ about masking/not masking [and] reopening post-COVID got 

to be just too much,” wrote a tenure-track professor (P-72) who had stopped using 

Facebook just a few weeks prior to participating in this study. He explained: 

I was accused of being an anti-vaxxer by multiple people for not feeling 

comfortable seeing an indoor movie unmasked. I completely support vaccinations 

and that was the final straw for me. 

For some, a general sense of risk, regardless of the topic, was referenced as the reason for 

leaving social media. “I have also become very reticent to post anything I believe on 

social media for fear of reprisal,” said one tenured professor (P-13). “Frankly, I think 

folks who use Facebook and Twitter are stupid,” said another (P-80), who reasoned that 

“These sites invite controversy, even if unintended.” 

Censorship of users’ posts by the social media companies was also a factor for 

some participants who withdrew out of disagreement or concern with these policies. “I 

quit Twitter. I turned it off, even though I was not at all attacked on Twitter,” said Dr. 

Regina (tenured, natural science). She explained her decision: 

I turned off my account because I was really disgusted by the behavior of Twitter 

in just shutting down so many people—so many people! Removing their accounts 

based on medical opinions, professional opinions, political opinions. It’s like 

either you conform to the orthodoxy, or you totally get shut down. I thought to 

myself, this cannot be supported. 

Dr. Leslie (tenure-track, natural science) likewise “took a hiatus” from her social media 

and “deleted a lot of accounts.” Data surveillance practices of the tech companies added 
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to her concerns about divisiveness and other risks on social media in a “perfect storm of 

maybe not one particular thing but multiple events that sort of collide and cause us to 

make change.” Dr. Regina, however, associated the censorship practices of Big Tech 

companies with the same enforced “orthodoxy” she and her fellow participants had 

described on their campuses in relation to cancel culture. Her decision to leave Twitter 

was therefore “not something that I could explain to the people that work [with] me, and 

that they would be compassionate towards,” she reasoned. “They think Twitter did a 

great thing because they silenced all their opponents.” 

Several other participants emphasized that heterodox speech had been curtailed as 

cancel culture had driven dissenting voices away from social media in fear or frustration, 

particularly those who held conservative viewpoints. Dr. Bernard, who had described 

himself as a liberal, referred to the “chilling effect” he observed for a “relatively small 

cadre of conservative faculty and students who really feel like they can’t speak and that 

they’ll get punished.” Dr. James (tenured full, humanities) confirmed Dr. Bernard’s 

impression by describing his own experience:  

People who communicate with me in academia, who share my [conservative] 

views, we communicate largely via private email—I have colleagues who are at 

places where they are far more imperiled by their views than I am. 

Describing his impression that conservative viewpoints are not welcomed, Dr. James 

shared a recollection: “The voice of a very liberal, East Coast colleague echoes still in my 

ears: ‘I wish you people would just shut up.’” Dr. Curtis (lecturer, humanities), also a 

conservative, had reached a similar conclusion when, after becoming the target of 

students who disagreed with his perspectives, he finally decided to stop using Facebook. 
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“I didn’t get off Facebook because of anything I said that I would like to take back and 

try to avoid,” he clarified, and then further explained his reasoning: 

To be perfectly honest, the motivation for me getting off Facebook wasn’t that 

people were coming after me; it was that they were bothering my boss … even 

though it was only four or five times, it was fine. [My boss] was never, “Curtis, 

shut up on Facebook,” or “Curtis get off Facebook” … It was just [that I thought] 

he doesn’t need that hassle, so I'm getting off—to hell with it. 

Conservative participants shared an impression that withdrawing from social media was 

protective for their employment situations. “I can only assume that if people have centrist 

or right-wing opinions, they will stay quiet,” said one tenure track professor (P-70), 

adding, “Academics aren’t stupid.” Roger, who had described himself as center-right, 

said he restricted privacy on his social media and had also withdrawn from posting any of 

his opinions. “I think for folks who lean to the right, or even want to nuance some of 

what folks on the left are saying, it’s dangerous” said the law student and former lecturer. 

“It really is one sided, at least for academics who are in vulnerable positions with people 

who don't have tenure—although even there,” he said.  

Roger’s statement pointed to another subtheme underlying these academics 

actions to prioritize protection over participation on social media: the fear of losing their 

positions even when tenured. The perception that tenure is insufficient protection from 

cancel culture was a key element in understanding the ways that imagined surveillance 

influenced their social media self-presentations, as is described next. 

You Can Still Be Cancelled: Tenure Is Insufficient Protection. The system of 

tenure is a longstanding tradition in academia intended to provide strong protection for 



311 

 

scholars’ academic freedom, and particularly for those whose work or viewpoints are 

controversial. Tenure is commonly understood to be a high bar for termination, 

particularly for speech, excepting serious infractions such as criminality. The academics 

in this study, however, viewed tenure as insufficient protection against the threats posed 

by cancel culture. Nearly all tenured professors who interviewed for this study referred to 

fears of job loss should they be targeted for expressing heterodox perspectives on social 

media. “Even as a tenured full professor, I get nervous sometimes, to be honest with 

you,” confessed Dr. Bernard while describing the concern that had prompted many of his 

fellow participants to approach social media with caution.  

For some faculty, the notion of tenure itself was in doubt. Dr. Beverly, for 

example, did not consider her tenured status as significant protection against being fired 

for any reason. “Honestly, I have never really been caught up with tenure and being 

[protected],” she said, reflecting on times in her career when she had seen scholars and 

long-serving administrators, including herself, who had been “discarded” due to 

institutional politics and infighting. These experiences shaped her current perspective on 

tenure as a function of institutional loyalty, which she no longer expected. “They’re 

probably right to be fearful of losing their jobs,” she said. “You know, there’s no job 

security anywhere.” Dr. James, a tenured full professor, viewed his own job security in a 

similar way. “Do I think the university would protect me? No, not really,” he confessed. 

Reflecting on his long service at his school, he said, “In some respects, I’m an institution 

in the same way a statue in front of the building is, [but] I also know that doesn’t mean 

anything when it comes to the institution.” Dr. James, like Dr. Beverly, saw that tenure 

was protective only insofar as the institution was willing to keep its promise: 
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I don’t trust institutions because, after all, institutions don’t exist; they’re only 

individuals who run them. So, [in terms of] being protected, I’m not so sure…. 

Institutions are going to do whatever is necessary to protect themselves. There are 

some faculty here that—you know, this may sound paranoid—they certainly 

wouldn’t be sad if I were gone.  

Dr. Marshall, who is on the tenure track, was likewise skeptical about the protected status 

he might one day achieve. “I think tenure is under attack on multiple levels,” he 

explained, referring to legislative and institutional policy changes that had weakened 

academic freedom for scholars in recent years. “There is something called post-tenure 

review now, which happens every five years—what is that, right?” he asked, implying, as 

had others, that tenure protection was contingent on a scholar’s value as perceived by the 

colleagues empowered to uphold it. Summarizing this perspective, Dr. Beverly had put it 

most succinctly: “If the university wants to discard me tomorrow because of something 

that I put on Facebook,” she said, “then I guess you don’t really value me to begin with.” 

Dr. Keaton, a tenured full professor, had not always shared the perspective that 

tenure protection was subjectively applied. As discussed previously, Dr. Keaton had 

described how his personal worldview recently changed, shifting from left to right 

politically, which put him out of step with many of his colleagues. This change also 

impacted how he saw his job security, and thus how he used his social media. “I used to 

be very outspoken—the type of person who would talk a lot of shit about all kinds of 

opinions,” he reflected. “I do not do that anymore… because I don’t agree with anybody 

[at my school] anymore, and I don’t want to get ended,” he said. Dr. Keaton confessed 

that his new perspective on tenure was troubling him: 
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I admit that I’m struggling with this because what is the point of tenure if not to 

be able to have freedom? I thought that was the point; and when I was untenured, 

I was like, heh, I don’t need tenure—I’m outspoken! And now that I’ve had 

tenure for a while, and I’m a full professor, I’m like, wow, okay, what is freedom, 

actually, anyway? Because you can still be made really miserable. 

Dr. Keaton’s realization about the nuances of tenure and academic freedom were echoed 

by another tenured professor (P-75) who wrote on her questionnaire, “As Janis Joplin 

says, ‘freedom is just another word for nothing left to lose,’ so we must be circumspect.” 

Indeed, many of these academics described their protective approaches to social 

media in terms of having more to lose than their current positions. They referred to 

additional consequences of surveillance and cancel culture from which tenure was not 

sufficient protection. “Well, protection from what, right?” asked Dr. Winston when the 

question was raised. “I mean, it’s not a sufficient protection so that I am not deterred 

from saying things… so, there is self-censorship despite tenure.” During his interview, 

Dr. Winston, a tenured professor of social science, provided as example his interest in 

researching “Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria,” or the idea that transgender self-

identification is a social “contagion” among teens and young adults (Littman, 2018); and 

this view has received strong criticism in the research community (Ashley, 2020; Farley 

& Kennedy, 2020). Dr. Winston believed that if he were to pursue this line of research, or 

discuss it on social media, he would probably not be fired outright from his position. “I 

trust that tenure would work, [but] I might get harassed,” he said. “I would definitely get 

harassed by the university—I’d get called in to the dean or whatever,” he clarified. “But 

here’s what else that would happen,” he continued:  
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I would be professionally ostracized. I would never be able to publish that paper 

in a journal in my field. I’d have to put up a PDF and link to it on Quillette or 

[another non-academic website], but I would never be able to actually publish it. I 

would have activists harassing me with FOIA [Freedom of Information Act] 

requests, demanding to see all my email and all my data on my computer.  

Dr. Winston described a scenario where tenured scholars’ may lose their jobs without 

being fired: “Because the fact is, as much as I would enjoy writing [the] paper… I like 

my job,” he said. “And I don’t mean that in the sense of I like keeping my job,” he 

clarified. “I mean the sense of I like doing my job—and there’s a very real sense in which 

you can’t do your job if you dissent,” he said. “I actually like doing basic science; I like 

teaching classes; I like doing all that stuff,” but due to cancel culture, “you kind of have 

to choose between doing your job and being a full-time dissenter.” 

Other participants agreed with Dr. Winston’s premise that cancel culture posed 

risks for scholars that exceeded the threat of termination, and this factored into their 

reasons for withholding their perspectives on social media. “Even once you're tenured, I 

think you should still be cautious, because you can still be cancelled after tenure,” said 

Dr. Shelby (tenured, social science), further separating the meaning of being “canceled” 

from the outcome of job loss that a tenured professor might yet avoid. She explained: 

There’s a whole list of academics who’ve maybe not been outright fired, but who 

have been publicly shamed, or students telling other students not to take their 

class, or people just not wanting to interact with you—and you need to interact to 

do your job well. 
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Dr. Darby also emphasized how the public shaming associated with cancel culture posed 

a particular threat in academia due to the emphasis placed on reputation and prestige. 

“Ostracism is a death sentence,” she explained. As a tenured professor, Dr. Darby faced 

incidents of cancel culture over her blog posts that expressed views on cultural issues that 

others had found offensive. She had not lost her job, but she had experienced ostracism, 

and her case for promotion to full professor had not been successful. She compared her 

situation to being treated as a “witch” by her colleagues:  

If you can see things that the rest of the village isn’t seeing, and they don’t know 

how to deal with you, and you get kicked out, you die.  It's frightening—it’s just 

absolutely, utterly frightening—and we don’t want to risk it. 

Dr. Darby’s analogy of witch trials related also to participants’ perceptions that, if one is 

targeted by cancel culture, “the process is the punishment,” as Dr. Winston put it. 

Dr. Marshall, who is a lawyer in addition to being a tenure-track professor, 

stressed the ways that institutional responses to cancel culture can punish professors. 

“One of the things that you hear often,” he said, is that the school will “just do a number 

of internal reviews that you don’t know about, and then just publicly state it—and that 

forces you to retire or to resign,” he explained. “They’re not really firing you, but they’re 

putting public pressure on you to quit,” he said, raising the possibility of “Title IX 

investigations that just come out of nowhere,” for example. The type of scenario Dr. 

Marshall described was reflected in the experiences of one tenured participant (P-76) who 

submitted the following on his questionnaire: 

I've been accused of being sexist…That complaint went to the HR department on 

campus. I’ve been accused of being racist… That complaint went to the VP of 
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Student Services. I was even officially investigated by our HR department 

because I posted [criticism of my school’s] Halloween depiction of mental 

health…. Apparently, that was evidence that I’m a cyber-bully. 

Personal experiences with investigations were not related by most participants in this 

study; however, an awareness of other scholars’ cases was shared by many, often in 

reference to media reports or stories from colleagues. Tenured status therefore did not 

dissuade these professors from taking protective measures with their social media. Some 

participants, however, did not withdraw but instead adopted strategies for maintaining a 

safer social media presence; and this subtheme is presented next. 

Keep It Light: Safer Social Media Strategies. Imagined surveillance influenced 

some participants to change their social media self-presentations by developing online 

personas that were considered safer in the context of cancel culture. These practices did 

not reflect a full withdrawal from social media participation, as had been described 

above; rather, they were characterized by an emphasis on self-censorship and other 

practices aimed at retaining perceived benefits of social media use, such as self-

promotion and networking. Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science), an early adopter of 

social media who had been blogging and using Twitter for several years, described his 

decision to remain active in this way:  

I periodically consider withdrawing from social media because of the negative 

aspects, but the net effect for me using social media professionally has been 

positive. I have found new ways to promote my work and my ideas and have 

attained a level of statewide policy influence as a result. The benefits are worth 

the risks and downsides. 
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To maintain the benefits of his social media use, Dr. Thomas explained how he had 

changed his approach to communication on these platforms: 

One of the ways I have really changed my usage, especially with Twitter in recent 

years, is that, by and large, I don’t interact with people on there. I post things, 

sometimes I’ll retweet [what others have shared], sometimes I’ll comment on 

something—especially if it’s posted by a friend or an associate who understands 

we’re having a dialogue here and we’re not fighting with each other—but when 

the trolls come out on Twitter, I just generally don’t engage them anymore.  

By avoiding confrontation with “trolls” (internet slang for hostile or disruptive users), Dr. 

Thomas had begun to feel better about his social media experiences. “I’m a happier 

person, and I sleep better at night because of that,” he laughed.  

Among the academics who had less-developed public personas on social media, a 

strategy of self-censorship was described not only in response to other users but in the 

types of messages they shared. “There’s just something to be said about knowing your 

place and knowing where to express those viewpoints,” said Dr. Parker (tenured, 

business). “Maybe I’m just modest,” he wondered; however, he was not alone in his 

prescription for a safer strategy. “Because of the crazy divisiveness in the current political 

climate and cancel culture,” said doctoral student Janet, “I dialed back anything in my 

posts that might give away my political and religious views.” Roger (law student and 

adjunct) also considered it safer to avoid revealing personal opinions, particularly on 

current events, religion, or political topics. “Whatever the hot-button issue of the day is, 

that’s where you need to be particularly careful,” he advised. Although Dr. Marshall 

(tenure-track, social science) still used his Twitter account to engage in some discussions, 
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he preferred to keep things “vanilla personal” about himself. “I’m trying to be very 

guarded about what I share with vast swaths of people” because “it’s too easy to be taken 

out of context,” he explained. This was also the strategy for doctoral student Rose, who 

reflected, “I have changed the way I use social media within the last couple years—I can 

definitely say that.” She described the changes she had made this way:  

When I post on social media, I try to keep it light. You know, when social media 

first came out, you talked about every aspect of your day. And recently, I don't 

know if it’s because I'm getting older, but I’m like, they don’t need to know if I’m 

in a bad mood, or whatever. So, I have seen that I’ve gone from “This person just 

cut me off, and I’m all upset” to “Have a great day” and here’s a cute little meme, 

or something to make you laugh, or [something] inspirational.  

Rose, like many of her fellow participants, related her change in strategy to the potential 

for surveillance. “Social media, it tells a tale… and people go back years and years trying 

to catch you doing something,” she explained. 

In anticipation of surveillance, some participants also described protective 

practices to retroactively self-censor their social media. “The strategy is to be strategic 

and make sure you are able to defend what you put out there—and also have an auto-

deleter,” suggested Dr. Bernard (tenured full, social science). “I have a three-month auto-

deleter on my Twitter,” he said, “and you can set it for sooner if you want.” Dr. Winston 

(tenured, social science) had initially taken steps to hide his identity by changing his 

Twitter handle to something other than his own name; however, he already had a 

significant following of several thousand, “most of whom were there before I changed 

my name, so they all know who I am.” As an additional measure of protection, he said, 
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“I’ve started deleting my tweets about once a year.” The use of an auto-delete tool, or 

batch deletion of tweets, is not a feature provided by Twitter; and these services typically 

come with a fee. Drs. Bernard and Winston had therefore taken an extraordinary step to 

cull their Twitter histories in anticipation of monitoring.  

Survey results revealed that many of the academics in this study had also 

retroactively pruned their social media self-presentations. In response to the prompt, “I 

have deleted social media posts because I wasn’t sure how they might be seen in the 

future,” more than half (54%) agreed overall, and the largest share (30%) strongly agreed 

with this statement (Figure 4.7). Distribution of responses was similar across most 

demographic groups; however, tenured faculty expressed more overall agreement (58%) 

than untenured faculty (41%), and tenured professors strongly agreed (37%) more than 

their untenured colleagues (23%) that they had deleted posts for this reason. Scholars 

who identified ethnicities underrepresented in the sample (African American, Asian, and 

Hispanic) reported the highest level of overall agreement (64%) with this statement.  

Figure 4.7. 

 

Survey Results: Retroactively Deleting Social Media Posts 
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Deleting older social media posts was also described by participants as a one-off 

strategy for dealing with social media flare ups, such as when a tweet received 

unexpected levels of negative attention. Dr. Carmen (tenured, natural science), for 

example, had decided to weigh in on a “cancellation attempt” targeting a famous actress 

who had made a comment about biology that some had deemed racist. As the topic was 

within Dr. Carmen’s area of expertise, she attempted to introduce some nuance into the 

debate. “I tried to say, look, this is very silly that the woman is saying that; but, on the 

other hand, the concept is not completely bonkers.” Her measured analysis, however, was 

not well received. “A bunch of people started like, ‘Oh, how dare you!’ blah, blah, blah,” 

and she began to receive numerous negative messages. “I deleted the tweet because I 

didn’t want to respond to their crap—getting beeps on my phone like every two minutes; 

it’s like, okay, that’s it,” she remembered. Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science) had 

also resorted to deleting a tweet under similar circumstances. He had posted a question 

asking how faculty might encourage students to receive a COVID-19 vaccination. “Of 

course, it just blew up,” and “there were people who just like lost their goddamn minds,” 

he recalled. “So, I shut it down—I deleted everything.” 

Choosing protection over participation, whether by withdrawal from these 

platforms or with strategies of self-censorship, captured the influence of imagined 

surveillance on self-presentation for most participants; but this theme related only to their 

methods of using—or not using—social media apps. It was evident, however, that some 

were cognizant of surveillance in other situations when they were not themselves using 

social media. Dr. Winston captured this sense when discussing the heightened risk of 
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monitoring for faculty in the context of cancel culture. “It’s like the Trotsky saying about 

war,” he said; “you may not be interested in Twitter, but Twitter is interested in you.” 

In addition to their online practices, participants also described hesitation and self-

censorship in offline settings, particularly when other people might share what was said 

with social media audiences.  This subtheme is discussed next. 

Teaching with Trepidation. Most of the academics who interviewed for this study 

were faculty at colleges and universities; and, although these discussions focused on 

social media, participants frequently made connections between online surveillance and 

their experiences while teaching. Survey results also suggested the presence of a chilling 

effect on offline speech within the larger sample of participants. In response to the 

prompt, “I am concerned that what I say in front of students might be posted on social 

media,” more than half agreed (53%) that they shared this concern (Figure 4.8). 

Distribution of responses was comparable across most demographic groups; however, 

tenure-track faculty expressed the highest level of strong agreement (36%) as compared 

to their tenured colleagues (24% strongly agreed). 

Figure 4.8. 

 

Survey Results: Academics’ Concerns of Surveillance in the Classroom 
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An additional survey question helped to better describe the offline effect of 

imagined surveillance shown above and referenced in interviews. In response to the 

prompt, “When I was offline (not using social media), I changed what I was going to say 

because my words might end up on social media” (Figure 4.9), just under half of these 

academics disagreed (45%) and a quarter of the sample responded that they neither 

disagreed nor agreed (25%). Nearly a third of these scholars did agree (30%), however, 

that they had adapted their speech out of concern that what they said could be posted to 

social media. A notable difference was observed for women scholars who were less 

agreed (14% agreed, 9% strongly agreed) than their male colleagues (28% agreed, 4% 

strongly agreed) that they had self-censored in offline settings. These findings were 

consistent with the descriptions provided be interview participants that discussed some 

instances of self-censorship but more often referred to a looming concern or hesitation 

that did not always rise to an actionable level. 

Figure 4.9. 

 

Survey Results: Academics’ Self-Censorship Offline 

 

The offline influence of imagined surveillance was best characterized as a feeling 

of trepidation while teaching. Two subthemes related to participants’ descriptions of this 
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effect: first, an awareness of smartphones and other recording devices in the instructional 

setting; and second, some professors’ avoidance or alteration of lessons that might be 

subject to surveillance and/or provoke a cancel culture incident. These items are further 

described in this section. 

Cameras Everywhere: Recording in the Classroom. Recording lectures is not a 

new practice on college campuses. For many years, students have used recording devices 

to capture lessons as a learning aid. “It’s very common,” said Dr. Bernard (tenured full, 

social science), “for students to come up and say I have a learning disability, is it ok if I 

record?” The professors in this study did not hesitate to accommodate such a request. “I 

don’t allow recording in my classes unless the person has a disability,” said Dr. James, 

for example. With advances in digital technologies and classroom equipment, however, 

recording has become standard practice on some campuses. “It’s almost an expectation 

for students,” said Dr. Shelby (tenured, social science). In her view, it had become the 

norm that “your class will be recorded in case they either have to miss [it] or want to go 

over something again.” Recording was now so common, she said, that “I think if you’re 

not recording your class, it’s going to raise more ire than if you are.” As a result, many of 

the professors in this study explained that they taught with the assumption that there 

would be a record of their classroom proceedings. As one tenured professor (P-68) put it, 

“I presume that anything I say in the classroom is public.” This was a typical first 

reaction to the notion of cameras in the classroom; however, recording policies and 

practices reflected only one aspect of imagined surveillance and its influence on offline 

self-presentation for these academics. 
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Classroom recording practices were initially described in ways that implied a 

level of agency for professors: these records are made with their permission and 

participation. Where lecture recording is a common practice, for example, the instructor 

may initiate the process and have some level of control over the video provided to 

students thereafter; however, the prevalence of smartphones, each equipped with a 

camera and Internet connection, introduced another dimension of surveillance into these 

discussions. “Supposedly, it’s all contained in the [Learning Management System],” said 

Roger (adjunct, social science), “but you have to imagine that some student who is 

disgruntled about something you’ve said would have little trouble screenshotting it or 

recording it and putting it on YouTube.” This notion sometimes occurred to participants 

only after the conversation had made social media more salient in their minds. “I hadn’t 

thought of it going up on the Internet until you asked the question,” laughed Dr. Leslie 

(tenured, natural science). “I was like, oh, crap,” she reflected, and then admitted that “I 

actually forget sometimes that students record lectures.”  

Changes made in response to the COVID-19 pandemic had recently expanded 

classroom recording as many schools shifted course delivery online for some or all 

students. These classes frequently relied on synchronous videoconferencing platforms, 

such as Zoom, where the professor taught on camera while students watched in real time 

from home. Participants discussed how these changes, often required of faculty, had 

sparked debate among professors who were concerned about the risks of recording. “A 

lot of my colleagues were,” said Dr. Paul (tenured full, humanities). “I was surprised they 

were expressing nervousness about that—and a lot of them,” he recalled. Dr. Bernard had 

heard this concern as well. “It comes up,” he said, and “the last year is when I heard it 
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really come up—and that’s probably because of these very publicized cancellations,” he 

said. Such concerns also came up for the academics in this study.  

Cancel culture, or politically motivated targeting, was at the center of these 

academics’ concerns about surreptitious recording in their classes, particularly for online 

courses. As with other classroom recording practices, faculty were less concerned about 

capturing their lectures using built-in recording features of Zoom and similar software 

that are controlled by the instructor; however, discussion of smartphones and social 

media once again raised questions of surveillance. “Even if you weren’t recording on 

Zoom itself, you could just record on your phone,” Dr. Shelby pointed out. If that 

happens, it may become “a case of something that was not originally social media being 

put on social media as a screenshot or video,” explained Dr. Winston (tenured, social 

science). He referred to this practice as the “analog hole” that can be exploited for 

surveillance purposes. “The undergrads especially seem to like the analog hole,” which is 

to “hold up your phone in front of your laptop and take a video of your Zoom class.” 

Online classes make secretive recordings easier to obtain, as Dr. Winston explained: 

In theory, you could have done that 10 years ago, right? Because how long have 

people had iPhones? But the difference between doing that in a live lecture and 

doing it to the Zoom class is, if you hold up your phone in front of your laptop, I 

have no idea what you’re doing; whereas, if you hold up your phone and 

videotape me in [face-to-face] class, it’s gonna be like, what are you doing? 

Covert recording posed a risk of classroom statements being captured in part, edited, and 

shared out of context; and this was described as the primary concern for these academics 

who recognized that cancel culture incidents frequently followed such a pattern. Once a 
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statement is shared to social media, “it could be taken in a totally different way from 

what you intended, and you aren’t there to defend yourself,” said doctoral student Rose; 

“you aren’t there to say, oh, no, no, that’s not what I meant—I meant this.” In such cases, 

recorded statements are “divorced from the person,” as Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social 

science) put it, as well as the topic and context of the lecture. “Every word you say can be 

taken out of context and used to demonize you,” he said; and “social media have made it 

possible for it to happen at lightning-fast speed, and en masse.”  

Increased reliance on Zoom for class, as well as meetings, conferences, and other 

activities in which academics typically engage, was also described as increasing exposure 

to surveillance and scrutiny. “There are video cameras everywhere,” as one tenured 

professor of social science (P-77) put it. “Oh, I think it’s a very real threat,” said Dr. 

Carmen (tenured, natural science). “I mean, did you see those law professors that got 

fired because they were talking to themselves after the Zoom meeting?” she asked, 

referring to a case where statements thought to be private were captured on a live camera.  

Since Zoom sessions are often conducted from home, particularly during the 

pandemic, they were observed to open a window on aspects of scholars’ personal lives 

that they might otherwise keep private in a professional setting. Dr. Curtis (lecturer, 

humanities) recounted such an incident that occurred while he participated in a Zoom 

meeting. As a hunter and gun collector, Dr. Curtis had displayed some of his rifles as 

decoration in his home office. During a meeting, he said, one of the attendees who did 

not know him well “leans over and says, ‘he has guns in his office.’” Although his 

colleague assured the concerned observer that “he’s 1,500 miles away,” Dr. Curtis 

recalled the person’s response: “she said, ‘that scares me!’” This example illustrated the 
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general sense that working on camera made for unintended self-presentations, as well as 

opportunities for evaluations to be made by others in their professional circles. 

Most of these academics focused on their trepidation while teaching, which 

stemmed from concerns that students or other observers might exploit recordings to target 

them. “I’m pretty sure they’re looking for stuff,” said Dr. Keaton. Though this risk had 

not been realized for him personally, like other participants in this study, he anticipated 

such an incident could eventually occur:  

I don't know if they’re looking for me because who am I? I haven't pissed 

anybody off yet. I’m sure that if I were to at some point say anything halfway and 

get recorded in class, then I’d be on their radar—but I haven’t done anything yet, 

or slipped yet. 

Dr. Henry (tenured, humanities) had also wondered about this risk and asked an 

administrator for advice: 

I said, “So, are there any issues with people putting their foot in their mouth, and 

now it’s on tape, it’s permanent, and can that come back and haunt the 

institution?” And my friend, the vice president of academic affairs’ account was 

very simple, and it rang true: “Assume everything you say is on the record and 

could be used against you.” 

Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science) said that he understood “how some people 

would be fearful” about recording. “I try to present myself and my viewpoints in a 

consistent kind of way, regardless of what the context is,” he acknowledged, as did many 

of his fellow participants. “Because of that,” he said, “there’s certainly always that risk.” 
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In the climate of cancel culture that these academics had described, Dr. Marshall stated 

the risk succinctly: “You say one thing wrong and it’s over for you.” 

The New Calculus: Strategic Instruction. The presence of smartphones and the 

potential for statements to be shared on social media were understood by these academics 

to expand the potential audiences for their lessons. They described specific topics for 

which they felt hesitation or had altered their teaching, and some reflected on prior 

classroom incidents that now seemed more dangerous considering social media and 

associated cancel culture trends. It must be stated, however, that not all classroom 

surveillance concerns were related to politics or student activism. Dr. Beverly, for 

example, described an incident when one of her lessons received attention from parents 

on social media. “I do some immersive, experiential learning,” she explained, and 

described the particular lesson this way: 

I was teaching a business class, and I had [my students] painstakingly put together 

an airplane—a paper airplane. I gave them directions, and they were in teams. 

What they would then do is take the planes out into the parking lot, fly the planes, 

and measure the distance; [but] they would also measure the time it took to see 

the efficiency of each person’s part in the group. 

Dr. Beverly’s students enjoyed the exercise, she recalled; and because of that, “well, they 

took pictures,” she said. “One of them had their phone and they were taking pictures of 

flying the paper airplanes; and they put that on their social media.” The posts were then 

seen by parents who expressed concerns about the lesson. “The parents were saying, what 

are you doing? I thought you were in college! You’re making paper airplanes?” she said, 

“and I had to explain why we did this and the rationale.” Dr. Beverly’s example 
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illustrated how social media surveillance introduced new audiences and risks for 

professors, even when not intended as targeting. “It’s context!” she emphasized, and what 

happens in a classroom “can be misconstrued for sure.”  

When teaching classes that touched on political and social issues, these academics 

recognized that students may react more strongly to course material, as might outside 

audiences if statements made during lecture were shared on social media. Roger 

recounted an incident in his classroom that he considered a close call. “I was teaching an 

American culture class,” he remembered, and “we were talking about gay marriage” and 

the Supreme Court decision in the Obergefell case. “I’m a man who is married to another 

man, so my own views on this were probably manifest,” he said, “but I really did try to 

give voice to people who were on the other side.” As he told the story: 

There was one woman in the class who was incensed by this. I had a video from 

the Mormon Church explaining their position on the topic; and if I had been the 

one explaining it, I can imagine a student like this woman I had in class—she 

rushed out of the classroom, as I recall—would probably have put that on social 

media and said who is this homophobic professor railing against gay marriage? 

Roger saw that social media catered to “shock value” by providing a “platform that 

allows for very limited contextual information.” Incidents like the one he experienced, 

Roger said, “can easily get blown out of proportion by students who may want them to be 

blown out of proportion.” By appealing to outside audiences, a student can therefore 

“prevent faculty or other students from expressing viewpoints that they disagree with.” 

As faculty discussed their classroom incidents and concerns, they often associated 

student criticism with social media. There was an expectation that students were likely to 
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post their complaints on social media first, and perhaps only there, while institutional 

processes like evaluations or investigations may later reflect these publicly aired 

grievances. Such posts were compared to RateMyProfessors.com, a website that predated 

social media as a venue for students to post opinions of their professors. Dr. Carmen’s 

college provided its students with a similar online platform for critiquing faculty. “It’s 

like Rate My Professor, but only students can see it,” she said, explaining that her 

colleagues were “all very aware” that comments were posted about them on this school-

run website that they were not permitted to read. “Sometimes I have nice students that 

will read stuff for me so I can keep tabs on what’s being said.” Students’ criticisms on 

social media, whether school-run or mainstream platforms, were discussed in terms akin 

to consumer complaints that received more immediate attention. Faculty also described 

how students may react to one complaint by creating hashtags on Instagram or Twitter to 

form larger group threads, encourage others to post criticisms, or circulate petitions. “We 

had a thread that was created, like #RacismAt[university],” said Dr. Bernard, “and it’s all 

anecdotes, most of them anonymous,” he explained. This practice was associated with 

cancel culture, as described previously, and was observed to prompt institutional action. 

“We don’t know if any of this stuff is real,” said Dr. Bernard; “they’re unverifiable in 

most situations, and we’re taking them like they’re the gospel truth!” These dynamics 

explained why, in many cases, social media were so often connected to trepidation while 

teaching: a classroom incident is likely to be (or become) a social media incident. 

Concerns related to social media surveillance and cancel culture were described 

by several faculty in this study as promoting a chilling effect on classroom speech; and 

these examples were notably shared among the professors of natural sciences. Dr. Leslie 
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(tenure-track, natural science), for example, shared an incident she had while teaching 

about genetics. “They were upset with how I was discussing gender,” she explained. As 

she told the story:   

It’s a biology class, so we predict probability of trait inheritance. You have an XX 

and XY—you know, you can’t have fertilization without those basic things—it’s 

Mendelian genetics. I don’t ever claim that I’m trying to teach a social studies 

class. I was talking about it how I always talk about it—a male fruit fly and a 

female fruit fly—but they were upset. 

The students’ complaints did not cause an issue with her dean or department chair 

because “they’re scientists too,” she reasoned, but “I wish [the students] had come and 

talked to me if they were upset with it.” The incident nonetheless weighed on Dr. Leslie’s 

mind. “If someone had recorded it and put it on social media…” she wondered aloud; and 

“it colored how I worded [my lecture] going forward,” she admitted. “When I would 

teach that same module or section, it was in my head—and I wished it wasn’t because I 

was there to teach biology, not anything other.” 

Dr. Carmen, a tenured professor of natural science, described how she also 

struggled with teaching biology. Her class deals with genetics as well, though she 

hesitated to present her students with research on genetic differences in human 

populations, which she believed was necessary to properly address the needs of 

underserved groups. “When I’m talking about that, I try to avoid the racial controversy, 

but it’s always risky,” she said. “I make a high effort to say that a lot of this is going to 

have cultural roots as well,” but she feared that approach would also lead to trouble. Dr. 

Carmen’s perceptions of risk were informed by observations of cancel culture on her 



332 

 

campus as well as direct censure she had received from colleagues. “They do not allow 

that kind of discussion,” she said. At a faculty meeting, she had been singled out “in front 

of everybody” and “literally told, no, there are not [differences between cultures], and 

you can’t say those things” to students. Despite that incident, Dr. Carmen continued to 

teach her lessons but avoided full discussion of genetics research she believed important; 

and she remained leery about surveillance: “It’s something that worries me—that people 

will misrepresent [what I say] in one way or another,” she said. As a result, she was 

concerned about taking “an incomplete view of the human species thanks to these fears.” 

Avoidance or alteration of course material was described by professors in the 

social sciences as well. Last year, Dr. Bernard (tenured full) removed a lecture that 

covered issues of race and policing. He had developed the lesson to provide students with 

research and statistics to understand incidents of police-involved deaths that had sparked 

nationwide debate; however, amid protests and civil unrest following several high-profile 

cases in 2020, he did not feel comfortable presenting the material. “I censored myself,” 

he said, “because I was afraid.” Dr. Bernard feared that his lecture would make him the 

target of cancel culture because, as he described it, the data on police shootings, as well 

as mental health factors, presented a “nuanced conversation” that differed from the 

“narrative” of systemic racism driving the protests. “That was a frightening time,” he 

said, “because it was like a freight train—you can’t step in front of it.” Although he felt 

there “should be a dialogue,” and that he had an “obligation” as a scholar to present the 

information, “on the other hand, I’ve got a family to feed.”  

A year later, at the time of this study, Dr. Bernard had just reintroduced his lecture 

on race and policing. He felt “more confident now” that he had observed “more pushback 
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against cancel culture,” and he thought that “free expression has reasserted itself 

somewhat.” A sense of trepidation remained, however, which prompted Dr. Bernard, who 

is white, to invite a guest speaker to his previously omitted lesson. “I had a black scholar 

come in who’s a criminologist and an expert on that issue,” he said, “so it wasn’t just me” 

presenting “different views.” The class “went very well,” and “particularly with the guest 

speaker thing.” Dr. Bernard also described a new strategy he had adopted in hopes of 

mitigating cancel culture in his courses: “if there’s any kind of controversy in them,” he 

said, before the first day of class, “I'll send an email out just letting the students know.” 

He summarized his message this way: 

Just so you know, I’m neither woke nor Trumpian; I’m data focused. You’re 

going to hear stuff that you don't like, and I actually mentioned the race and 

policing stuff… and if that is really going to be a problem for you, you might 

want to consider another class. 

“I would not have done that 10 years ago,” said Dr. Bernard about his preemptive 

strategy; “I wouldn’t have thought it was necessary.” Now “it’s like, how can you try to 

get some information out there, some of the data out there, without screwing yourself?” 

he explained; “and that’s the new calculus.”  

Strategic self-censorship in the classroom was described as careful selection of 

words as well as topics. “There are certain things that would be perfectly valid lectures 

given the material in my field, but I don’t engage with them directly,” explained Dr. 

Winston (tenured, social science). He described his teaching method this way: 

Have you seen the Karate Kid? Do you remember how Mr. Miyagi doesn’t 

actually teach him to fight? He just teaches him to do a bunch of chores—and by 
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the way, I actually taught you to fight [in the process]. I will do that sometimes; I 

won’t actually teach them about what I think is a fascinating current social 

phenomenon, but I’ll lecture about something that I think is closely analogous to 

it and give the theoretical outline.  

Dr. Winston reasoned that by teaching in this way, “maybe for one in 100 [students] the 

synapse will fire, and they’ll realize, oh fuck, this actually applies to this contentious 

issue.” In the current campus climate, “I’m not going to go into the actual issue itself,” he 

said. “At a minimum, I’d lose [the students]. Their defenses would be up [and] they’d be 

oppositional to it.” He also wanted to avoid “the hassle” he expected would follow: 

“There will be meetings with the fucking diversity coordinator, or whatever, and it’s like, 

I don’t need that headache.”  

As these academics discussed their teaching strategies, they reflected on how their 

careful approaches were at times challenged by unexpected hazards in textbooks or 

student questions. “There is an art to discussing this stuff,” said Dr. Parker (tenured, 

business). “I don’t think you should shy away from difficult topics in the classroom,” he 

said; “you just have to figure out your own way of discussing them.” At the same time, “I 

don’t have a textbook [with] the diversity chapter that talks about intersectionality—I 

don’t do that,” he admitted. Dr. Shelby (tenured, social science), for example, described 

feeling “a little nervous” when teaching statistics. “A lot of the examples in the back of 

the book or within the chapters talk about [using] a sex-differences design,” or “treating 

gender as a categorical value,” she explained. “There’s a part of me [that] wonders… if 

I’m irritating anyone who sees gender more as a continuum,” and “there’s this little 

thought in the back of my head saying that.” Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science) 
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pointed out that students may also raise controversial topics in class. Students, he said, 

are at a ‘formative time in their lives” and looking for “validation” from their professors. 

“They’re looking to see what your opinions are because they’re measuring themselves 

against that,” he explained; however, he recognized that expressing personal opinions to 

students, while perhaps unavoidable at times, could be risky. “There have been times 

when I talked about controversial subjects [in class] that I’ve thought, what if someone is 

recording this?” or “what if someone is going to capture this moment?” And I have been 

very careful” he said. “I don't think I’m saying anything that extreme—but who knows? I 

mean, anything can be taken out of context.” 

While most of the academics in this study shared a sense of trepidation while 

teaching due to cancel culture, these descriptions were often nuanced and reflected a 

desire to uphold academic standards and other deeply held values. Dr. James (tenured 

full, humanities), for example, recognized that professors “have to be responsible with 

what we say,” but at the same time, “if I don’t believe in freedom—that the classroom is 

a place of freedom—then I deserve to be fired.” These faculty likewise expressed concern 

or disappointment about indulging the hesitations they felt while teaching. Dr. Paul 

(tenured full, humanities) was among the few who strongly advised against doing so: “I 

understand it can be a big deal if something bad happens, but at the same time, there’s a 

slippery slope the other way,” he said. “I’ve had colleagues who say, ‘I wouldn’t teach 

that subject in this day and age’” or “‘I would have made that [student] pick a different 

topic,’” he acknowledged, but “I haven’t self-censored because of fear of reprisal or 

repercussion.” A lingering sense of doubt remained for Dr. Paul, however, as he 
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reflected: “That might just be dumbness on my [part],” and at the “first sign of trouble, 

maybe I'll rethink my strategy—but so far, so good.” 

Resistance and Rebellion. The academics in this study described the influence of 

imagined surveillance in terms of protective strategies vis-à-vis social media and, in some 

instances, offline speech as described throughout this chapter; however, many of these 

scholars also spoke of their desires or actions to resist the ideologies and cancel culture 

that had prompted them to withdraw. Among this group, a few also described how they 

had rebelled against these trends. This theme of resistance and rebellion reflects an 

alternate perspective, at times expressed simultaneously with dominant themes of 

protection; and this is presented as a final piece of the narrative that was essential to fully 

answer the research questions. 

Resistance and rebellion were discussed in two distinct ways: first, in terms of 

these academics’ perceptions of a small but growing pushback against cancel culture and 

a reassertion of academic freedom that were viewed with optimism and encouraged 

bolder self-presentations; and second, as a perceived duty of scholars to speak out in 

defense of their values and to challenge ideologies in the academy and culture with which 

they disagreed. These subthemes are further described below. 

Critical Mass of Courage: Pushing Back on Cancel Culture. These academics’ 

discussions of cancel culture as surveillance, which pervaded the interviews and 

questionnaires, reflected an underlying sense that such trends were dominant on their 

campuses only so long as institutions and faculties allowed that climate to continue. They 

often viewed themselves as canaries in the cancel culture coal mine, early to identify 

these cultural changes as threats to the academy. They perceived, however, that they were 
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not alone in their views and spoke of a nascent pushback in the direction of academic 

freedom of which they were a part or wished to support. 

Reflections and regrets about their own fears emerged during discussions of past 

and present self-censorship strategies. “I’m still not sure how comfortable I feel with 

people eventually finding me out,” admitted Dr. Keaton (tenured full, humanities) as he 

considered engaging as a voice of reason on social media. “I haven’t decided where I am 

on this—on coming out,” he said. To take steps in that direction, he explained, “There 

would have to be a critical mass—and I say this carefully—of courage.” Dr. Bernard 

(tenured full, social science) agreed that it was necessary for academics to “be brave” if 

they were to challenge the orthodoxy on their campuses. “I’m actively trying to be better 

and involved in some of that stuff this year, building up some of that momentum 

perhaps,” he said; but he also reflected, “I was a coward last year.” Dr. Parker (tenured, 

business) spoke in similar terms of bravery during his interview, prompting the 

researcher to ask more directly about statements of cowardice that other participants had 

made. “That guy’s not a coward at all—that guy is sensible,” he insisted. “Think about 

it,” said Dr. Parker, “do you just want to stand out?” He further explained that the lack of 

a visible pushback was a matter of worldview, rather than cowardice: 

Part of the problem is a reluctance of [those with] the opposing viewpoint to fight 

the battle in the culture. That’s my frustration with it: you’ve got one side that’s 

trying to assassinate character and cancel, and another side who thinks that the 

people trying to assassinate character and cancel are good people just looking for 

a debate—but that side doesn’t debate. They just do, and they do, and they do; 

and then they put everybody on the defense. That side is never put on defense. 
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Despite the reluctance these academics observed in themselves as well as their 

colleagues, there was a sense that pushing back was both necessary and inevitable. “It’s 

important to criticize and challenge them,” said one professor emeritus, “so there’s no 

escape.” His advice for his colleagues was to “be truthful and be confident in truth and 

sincerity—and have a dean or faculty chairman who will back you up.” 

Most of the academics in this study did not describe their administrations as 

openly supportive of their freedom to dissent; however, a few did single out deans or 

chairs that had instilled confidence in them. Dr. Shelby (tenured, social science), for 

example, acknowledged that it “makes a world of difference that I have a supportive 

department chair and that the dean and associate deans know and like me too.” Their 

support “makes me feel a little safer about respectfully expressing my opinions,” she 

said. Dr. Shelby recalled a private conversation with her department chair that had 

encouraged her in this way: 

He said, “Yeah, I’m aware of cancel culture, too,” and he thinks it’s a concern. I 

said to him, “I can stop pushing back if you’d like; I don’t want to make your life 

harder.” And he said to me, “I hope you don’t stop pushing back.” So, he can’t 

push back because he’s the chair, and he has to be kind of neutral; but he told me 

he hopes I still push back on it because he thinks this is getting problematic, too. 

Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science), who had described his efforts to push back 

against cancel culture through his social media, appreciated that his dean had been “very 

supportive” as well, and “even when she has taken flack for some of the positions that I 

have taken publicly.” He said of his dean’s support: 
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She’s received pressure from important constituents to the university to do 

something about me [but] she’s defended my intellectual freedom, and my 

freedom to speak as an individual and as an intellectual who doesn’t necessarily 

represent the university. 

Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities) recognized that “there’s academic freedom at my 

university” because her school was among those that had endorsed a document known as 

the Chicago Principles affirming a commitment to freedom of speech and expression. She 

appreciated that several of her colleagues had been willing to sign a list in support of that 

effort because, “we do, as professors, recognize the need to make distinct our voices.” 

This initiative reflected for Dr. Darby a realization by her university that it must not take 

sides in ideological debates, “because if it takes sides, it destroys itself as an institution.” 

The emerging pushback against cancel culture these academics perceived was by 

and large a movement external to their institutions. Dr. Carmen (tenured, natural science) 

saw that “now some people are starting to organize to rebel against that.” Many 

participants referred to outside organizations such as the Foundation for Individual Rights 

in Education (FIRE), the National Association of Scholars, and the Heterodox Academy 

as a vanguard of resistance that instilled confidence and hope. “There is a subculture of 

people who are actively pushing back,” said Dr. Bernard of these groups. “I feel more 

confident now because there is a body of people that would come to my defense were 

there any kind of free speech-related concern,” he added. Dr. Marshall agreed that “more 

and more faculty are starting to flex their muscles” due to the work of these 

organizations. Dr. Winston (tenured, social science) expressed as much when he said, “I 
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have FIRE’s number on speed dial; I’ll be cool.” Dr. Carmen saw that these groups “are 

doing lawsuits,” and “I’m hoping there will be a breaking point.”  

Aim to Misbehave: Academics’ Duty to Speak Out. Among the academics that 

interviewed for this study, a subset described practices that were intended to provoke 

dialogue around controversial topics; and here the influence of imagined surveillance was 

a motivator to seek out new audiences on social media, and to rebuke or, in some cases, 

frustrate observers who held opposing views. These practices were described as part of an 

academic’s duty to speak out, facilitate dialogue, and defend and promote truth; or, as Dr. 

Regina (tenured, natural science) put it, “I’m not gonna lie… because I have principles,” 

and “I believe in truth.” These participants appealed to both academic principles and 

personal values that compelled them to speak out, though reluctantly in most cases. 

“When I would stick my neck out there on a controversial topic, it was usually something 

that was strictly related to my area,” said Dr. Thomas (tenured full, social science). He 

was compelled to respond on social media to statements that “I [cannot] ignore because 

of the intellectual and policy commitments that I’ve made previously,” he explained. Dr. 

Bernard (tenured full, social science) also described occasions when he waded into social 

media debates to “call a red flag on the play of science.” Dr. James (tenured full, 

humanities), who had previously discussed how he no longer used most social media, 

likewise admitted that there were times when his academic expertise compelled him to 

speak out on these platforms. “It’s that abuse, that cavalier use, that ignorant, obstinate, 

stubborn use of history where people don’t know what the hell they’re talking about,” he 

lamented:  
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People have posted things that are just grotesquely distorted, which they probably 

have just simply repeated from somewhere else, and it’s just flat out ignorant and 

wrong; and I have chosen to respond, and that hasn’t gone over well. 

Reflections like these suggested a desire for substantive discussion: “Social media is not 

just who your best friends are,” said Dr. Marshall (tenure-track, social science); “Some 

people are actually on Twitter because they really do want to have a conversation.” 

The desire for dialogue typically did not overtake these academics protective 

strategies, as discussed earlier in this chapter; however, some found outlets for self-

presentation through anonymous social media use. “I went anonymous [on Twitter] and it 

gives you way more freedom because they can’t identify you—it’s great,” laughed Dr. 

Carmen (tenured, natural science). “It allows you to question,” she explained. “I will 

question the data and stuff like that,” but, she added, “I’m never rude.” Dr. Marshall had 

“occasionally” participated anonymously as well. “I think it’s freeing in the sense that 

anything you like, or retweet or whatever, is not going to get scrutinized,” he said, 

pointing to more subtle aspects of imagined surveillance this practice helped to mitigate. 

Dr. Regina also had “social media accounts with code names” for this reason. “I don’t 

even post anything,” she said, “It’s just [to] read and follow people that I could never 

follow without losing my job.” Dr. Regina was certain that many other academics had 

anonymous social media accounts like hers. “I assure you everyone—everyone—who is 

not within the norm… is doing that,” she said.  

Other participants that had not used anonymous or pseudonymous social media 

accounts recognized the appeal of doing so. “I can understand the attraction,” laughed 

Roger (law student and adjunct) when this question was raised. He continued: 
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Writers have used pseudonyms for centuries. Maybe this is just the latest iteration 

using recent technology. And just as the Internet has democratized so many 

aspects, it’s democratizing the use of pseudonyms, allowing everyday folks—

even humble academics—to develop a pen name. 

Dr. Darby (tenured, humanities) had first developed her social media persona by blogging 

under a pseudonym. She described the experience this way: 

Originally, I was writing as [my blog name, and] it was actually helpful. [My 

friend] teases me about this and says I can’t use it anymore—but I am she! She 

gave me another voice; and I think that authors use that a lot. 

A social media pseudonym allowed Dr. Darby to express her thoughts in a different 

“register,” as she described it. “As me, I have to write as an academic,” she said.  

Emerging social media platforms with audiences outside the mainstream were 

also used by some as outlets for self-presentation. A small percentage (11%) of 

participants indicated on the survey that they used “other” social media apps and 

specified platforms such as Gab, Parler, MeWe, and Telegram. These sites are marketed 

as free-speech alternatives to Twitter and Facebook. Dr. Curtis (lecturer, humanities) 

discussed previously that he had left Facebook and did not use other mainstream apps, 

but he described a robust daily routine of social media sharing elsewhere. When asked 

where, he said, “I hesitate to tell you… Gab.” His hesitation was due to the negative 

reputation Gab had garnered for its terms of use that permit nearly all speech (aside from 

criminal activity, which the site removes and reports to authorities, only pornography is 

restricted by the Christian-owned social network). “Gab is the perfect platform for me,” 

said Dr. Curtis, even though “there are a lot of disgusting, hateful people” on there.  
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By blocking “three times as many people” as he followed, Dr. Curtis carved out a 

niche on Gab where he freely expressed his views on religion, politics, and culture. “I’ve 

had conversations that go on for 150-200 posts,” he said, “back and forth, sharing sources 

and sharing ideas—it’s like a conversation for me; it’s a chance to have a conversation 

with people.” Although he had left Facebook after encountering hostility from students 

and others there, Dr. Curtis said he was not deterred by cancel culture from engaging in 

heterodox discussions on Gab or elsewhere. “Why would you not want to be canceled?” 

he asked; “why would you not want to be who you are?” Dr. Curtis said he intended to 

“challenge people,” and he summarized his perspective by quoting a line from the 

science-fiction series, Firefly: “No more running; I aim to misbehave.”  

In terms of resistance and rebellion against cancel culture, Dr. Darby (tenured, 

humanities) presented a unique case as the only university professor interviewed for this 

study who had persisted in using her blog, online videos, and other writing to develop her 

scholarly reputation around unvarnished discussions of controversial ideas, often inviting 

the scorn of colleagues and large numbers of outraged social media users. “I’ve only been 

truly cancelled a couple times,” she joked; “it’s not worth keeping score.” Dr. Darby 

described how she used social media to “make the point performatively,” and admitted, 

“I might be a little mischievous.” By engaging in substantive discussions about her 

research and relating it to cultural trends—often in contradiction of progressive and 

postmodern perspectives—she had developed a significant audience for her content. Dr. 

Darby, like the other academics described above, spoke in terms of promoting truth for 

which she found little interest in the academy. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t figure out a way 
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to show my academic colleagues what I was seeing,” she said while reflecting on her 

motivations. “Happily, outside of academia, a lot of people do like it.”  

Dr. Darby described social media as filled with opportunities for academics to 

reach outside the academy and engage, as teachers, with audiences that she saw to be 

hungry for alternative voices. “I feel like a Franciscan,” she said, “getting out into the 

marketplace, giving sermons.” She explained her analogy this way:  

That’s exactly what I saw St. Francis doing… in the towns, which were basically 

the new tech of the 13th century. You have sufficient populations in these urban 

centers that the friars recognized as a potential audience… you’re now preaching 

it to a different audience [on social media], and that’s complicated. The rhetoric 

versus the content is something that I don’t think modern academics are typically 

self-aware enough about.  

Dr. Darby acknowledged the risks and fears involved for academics in being a voice of 

counterculture and resistance to orthodoxy; and she offered advice to those who may be 

discouraged by cancel culture: 

Honestly, the only way you survive any of this if you enjoy it. This is what I say 

to my miserable colleagues, too. You know, they’re on campus like, oh, I’m so 

worried about this, that, and the other thing; and I’m like, you’re writing about 

this—you enjoy it! You want to be in the fray! For goodness’ sake, you’re an 

academic—stop it! 

Despite the present challenges, Dr. Darby remained optimistic about the future of the 

academy and the power of social media to be a positive force as more academics speak 
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out and share their perspectives. “We get to be alive now, testing ourselves,” she said. 

“So, risus et bellum, laughter and war.” 

Summary of RQ2 Themes. In summary, the influence of imagined surveillance 

on the personal social media self-presentations of these academics was described by three 

themes. The first theme, protection over participation consisted of three subthemes: 

withdrawal from social media, tenure is insufficient, and safe social media strategies. 

This theme and its subthemes reflected how concerns over social media surveillance and 

targeting associated with cancel culture influenced these participants to adopt strategies 

of self-protection and self-censorship that were prioritized over potential benefits of using 

social media. Due to hostility observed on social media, many had chosen to cease using 

these apps, either by permanently deleting or restricting public access to their accounts. 

Protective strategies were employed even by tenured faculty who described the 

protections offered by tenure as insufficient to address the risks associated with cancel 

culture. Short of deleting their accounts entirely, some professors pursued a strategy of 

censoring their self-presentations to craft online personas perceived as safer in this 

context. Strategies included withholding personal opinions, emphasizing positive or 

prosocial messages, and avoiding discussions with other users, particularly around 

potentially controversial subjects. 

The second theme, teaching with trepidation, was described by two subthemes: 

recording in the classroom and strategic instruction. This theme and its subthemes 

reflected how awareness of social media surveillance was made salient in offline 

situations be the presence of smartphones and other recording devices; and this was 

described as a sense of trepidation while teaching that led to a chilling effect on some 
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professors’ speech in the classroom. As the COVID-19 pandemic prompted a shift to 

online teaching, recording concerns increased as most faculty were teaching in front of 

cameras and could not determine if their students would record or screenshot lecture 

content to share on social media. These academics discussed that statements made during 

lecture could be taken out of context, whether about controversial subject or not, and used 

to spark a cancel culture incident. In response, some professors described strategies of 

self-censorship in the classroom aimed at avoiding subject and language that could be 

used against them in this way. Incidents in the classroom were associated with social 

media surveillance as students were observed to post their complaints in public rather 

than pursuing official channels. 

The third and final theme, resistance and rebellion, was outlined by two 

subthemes: pushback on cancel culture and a duty to speak out. This theme and its 

subthemes described an alternative perspective from which some of these academics 

approached social media, sometimes engaged simultaneously with protective strategies. 

These participants perceived a small but growing pushback against cancel culture largely 

associated with outside organizations working in defense of academic freedom. The 

perception of changing winds led some to consider wading back into social media to 

resist dominant narratives with which they disagreed. Anonymous social media accounts 

were used in some cases to engage more openly in discussion on Twitter while avoiding 

surveillance by colleagues and students. A few participants, however, described their 

activities on emerging social networks (e.g., Gab), blogs, and other platforms to speak out 

against cancel culture and related trends. In these cases, imagined surveillance was 

invited and characterized as an opportunity to reach new audiences outside academia.  
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Limitations 

This study, like all research, has limitations. Limitations refer to inherent 

deficiencies of method and design that are outside the researcher's control but may 

nonetheless impact outcomes (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). For the present study, 

there were limitations to the qualitative methodology, sampling, and subjectivity in data 

collection and analysis. 

Qualitative research produces findings that may be transferrable to other groups. 

This study was based on the experiences of a nonrandom group of people; and the 

method did not seek nor make claim to statistical significance of results. The findings 

presented above are therefore not predictive of the target population or any group therein 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015). The descriptive design allowed the researcher to 

describe the phenomenon of social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance only so far as it was related by the participants in this study and the 

meanings they associated with their experiences (Sandelowski, 2000, 2010). Although 

qualitative research is not generalizable to other populations in a quantitative sense, 

qualitative results may be conceived of as generalizable to the phenomenon (Levitt, 

2021). The researcher sought to present sufficient detail and variation in the data to 

accurately reflect the practice and experience of the phenomenon for these participants, 

and thus produce descriptions that other people or groups will find reasonable (Sullivan-

Bolyai et al., 2005). Readers can therefore consider the context and examples provided to 

determine if findings are relatable and/or relevant to their own situations (Tracy, 2010). 

To the extent that these results resonate with other groups, they may be transferrable. 
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This study utilized a convenience sampling strategy. Convenience sampling is 

nonrandom and relies upon volunteers; therefore, convenience sampling limits 

transferability of results (Patton, 2015; Shenton, 2004). In the present case, participants 

were recruited primarily from mailing lists of two professional organizations that are 

interested in topics related to the study. This strategy meant that participants were more 

likely to have awareness and/or experiences with the phenomenon of interest; and these 

perspectives may differ from others in the target population, including those who did not 

volunteer. Convenience sampling is a common approach in qualitative research and 

similar studies of “academics” or “scholars” use of social media (e.g., Jordan, 2020; 

Jordan & Weller, 2018b; Veletsianos, Kimmons, et al., 2018; Veletsianos & Shaw, 

2018). It should be noted, however, that selection bias is a factor in such studies. 

Data collection for this study relied on self-reported information gathered from 

questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. The researcher cannot independently 

verify participants’ responses and recollections, or whether participants shaped their 

responses according to social desirability biases (Collins, et al., 2005). Use of self-

reported data is an established practice in social science research in qualitative and 

quantitative designs; and this data collection approach has been found reliable in similar 

study designs (Schonfeld & Mazzola, 2013). To mitigate the limitations of self-reported 

data, the researcher utilized two data collection methods and triangulated results of 

interviews with responses from a larger survey sample to enhance dependability. 

Data collection and analysis for this study relied upon the researcher’s 

subjectivity and was therefore limited by the potential for researcher bias. Reflexive 

Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2020) is an inherently subjective method in 
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which researcher bias is utilized as a tool for understanding, relating to, and interpreting 

the experiences of participants; however, subjectivity in analysis presents the possibility 

of misinterpretation or error as the researcher relies upon personal experiences and 

preconceptions (Harry, et al., 2005). These limitations were mitigated by member 

checking of interview transcripts, data triangulation, and peer debriefing during analysis 

(Kornbluh, 2015; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). In addition, the researcher used 

journaling to record impressions about the data and provided reflexive commentary 

throughout the presentation of analysis procedures and narrative results (Darawsheh, 

2014; Shenton, 2004). Records of coding and theme development were also presented in 

this chapter and appendices to provide the reader with a further detail. 

As noted in Chapter 1, the researcher also anticipated limitations related to a small 

sample and/or low response rate; however, these limitations were not realized. Response 

rates to the online questionnaire and interview recruitment exceeded expectations. 

Whereas the researcher determined that the study would be able to proceed with a 

minimum of 12 interviews and 40 questionnaires, the actual sample contained 106 total 

participants who provided 102 questionnaires and 20 interviews. This number is 

considered a very large sample for a qualitative study where small samples of less than 

100, and often fewer than 15, are the norm (Guest, et al., 2006; Morse, 2015; Ritchie et 

al., 2003). The sample for this study, while large, was nonetheless manageable and 

appropriate, and strengthened the trustworthiness of the study.  

Summary 

This chapter presented results of a qualitative descriptive study of social media 

self-presentations of academics in the context of imagined surveillance. The target 
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population for this study was academics (e.g., faculty, scholars, and researchers) in the 

United States. Data was collected using semi-structured interviews (n=20) and online 

questionnaires (n=102); and 106 individual academics participated in the study. The 

sample consisted of men (45%) and women (42%), most of whom were faculty at 

colleges and universities in the United States. Interviews served as the primary data 

source, and data analysis was complimented with text and survey responses gathered 

from questionnaires. 

Data were analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA; Braun & Clarke 

2006, 2020) to generate themes that described the data and phenomenon as experienced 

by study participants. RTA began with transcription and organization of data, including 

member checking of interview transcripts to enhance trustworthiness. Transcripts and 

qualitative questionnaire responses were systematically coded using an inductive 

approach to identify meaning units across the entire corpus of data. Codes were then 

assigned, iteratively refined, and organized into parent-child relationships representing 

patterns of meaning that reflected early themes. Initial themes were mapped, examined 

for relatedness, and further refined to generate complex major themes that described a 

complete picture or “story” told by these data. Each major theme was supported by 

corresponding subthemes, named, and summarized in terms reflecting participants’ own 

words to enhance accuracy of interpretation. 

Two themes and seven subthemes described the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance (RQ1). The first theme, the 

promises and perils of in/visibility, was described by the subthemes of unspoken rules, 

overlapping identities, social support, and personal opinion-sharing. This theme and its 
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subthemes reflected how academics described construction of social media self-

presentation as a process of balancing the perceived benefits of maintaining a public 

presence on social media (e.g., self-promotion and professional networking) against 

perceived risks of increased visibility; and the latter related to difficulties separating 

personal and professional self-presentations on these platforms. Participants discussed a 

lack of formal training on social media use and thus reliance on social learning to 

determine best practices; however, motivations to engage in discussion of personal 

interests and to seek support from social media audiences further complicated self-

presentations. These academics perceived that merging contexts and audiences on social 

media encouraged over-sharing of opinions and reactionary statements; and such self-

presentations were seen as unprofessional, potentially damaging to the reputations of 

scholars and their institutions, and at risky of inviting hostility from online audiences. 

Secondly, construction of social media self-presentations in the context of 

imagined surveillance was profoundly influenced by the second theme, the rise of “cancel 

culture,” which was described according to three subthemes: enforced ideology, activist 

subgroup, and pressure to signal support. Cancel culture was defined by these academics 

as surveillance and targeting of academics and other individuals intended to punish 

dissent from dominant political or social ideologies within the academy. These academics 

overwhelmingly referred to their concerns with cancel culture practices internal to their 

institutions that were associated with left-wing perspectives on gender, race, and other 

identity/class-based concepts under the banner of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 

programs. An activist subgroup of scholars and students was further described as 

empowered by institutional biases and DEI initiatives to use social media as a means of 
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surveillance to scrutinize faculty statements and/or instigate cancel culture to prompt 

termination or ostracization of faculty who expressed heterodox ideas in these areas. 

Social media surveillance was further described as facilitating social sorting as cancel 

culture targeting encouraged academics to use these platforms to signal support for 

favored viewpoints, causes, and groups, while abstaining from such signaling was seen as 

increasing risk of targeting in this context. 

Three themes and seven subthemes also described the influence of imagined 

surveillance on the personal social media self-presentation of these academics (RQ2). 

The first theme, protection over participation, was described by three subthemes:  

withdrawal from social media, tenure is insufficient, and safe social media strategies. 

This theme and its subthemes reflected a chilling effect on social media speech and self-

presentations characterized by a cessation of use or strategies of protective self-censoring 

adopted to mitigate hostility and targeting these academics observed on their campuses 

and in the academy. Faculty discussed how tenure was insufficient protection in the 

context of cancel culture and described how such incidents resulted in professional 

ostracization and institutional investigations that, while short of direct termination, 

nonetheless punished academics for unpopular speech and prompted avoidance of social 

media for those who held views perceived as heterodox within the academy. Participants 

who maintained some level of visibility on social media described their construction of 

safer online personas characterized by highly professional, “vanilla” or “light” self-

presentations. 

Secondly, the influence of imagined surveillance was described by the theme of 

trepidation while teaching, which was presented according to two subthemes: recording 
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in the classroom and strategic instruction. This theme reflected an offline chilling effect 

of social media visibility for faculty. These academics discussed the presence of 

recording devices in the classroom—particularly following the COVID-19 pandemic as 

many courses were offered online via video conferencing—and the prevalence of 

smartphones used by students to record lectures and capture images or videos of faculty 

during class. Concerns were related to covert recording of professors’ statements that 

could be shared online with intent to provoke a cancel culture incident. In response, these 

academics described strategies of self-censorship in the classroom, particularly around 

topics and perspectives associated with cancel culture on their campuses; and some 

described avoiding lectures or course content that could encourage such targeting if 

shared by a student on social media. 

Third and lastly, imagined surveillance was described to influence faculty toward 

resistance and rebellion, and this theme was outlined by two subthemes: pushback on 

cancel culture and a duty to speak out. This theme and its subthemes reflected a 

counternarrative that was at times shared by academics who had also discussed protective 

strategies. Although protection had trumped participation in most cases, many of these 

academics expressed regret over self-censorship and desires to overcome their fears of 

speaking out. These perspectives were informed by perceptions of a growing pushback 

against cancel culture largely associated with the work of outside groups using litigation 

and other means to support academics targeted for unpopular speech. Academics also 

described a perceived professional duty to speak out against these trends in the academy, 

and a minority of participants described how they were using social media to publicly 

push back. These alternative cases reflected how imagined surveillance influenced social 
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media self-presentations aimed at appealing to audiences outside the academy perceived 

as more receptive to heterodox perspectives.  

This qualitative study was limited by aspects of design, data collection, and 

analysis. A convenience sampling strategy was used to recruit participants who were 

members of academic organizations interested in topics related to the phenomenon under 

investigation; and other academics may have described views and experiences that 

differed from this sample.  The results of this study are therefore not generalizable to the 

target population or any other. Data collection and analysis were also limited by 

subjectivity and potential biases of participants and the researcher. Self-reported data 

collected from interviews and questionnaires cannot be independently verified and may 

reflect inaccuracies in the recollections of these participants. Likewise, reflexive thematic 

analysis relied upon interpretations made by the researcher in development of themes and 

narrative presentation of results that were subjective. The researcher provided reflexive 

commentary and detailed information about the analytic process; and alternative cases 

and multifaceted interpretations were presented within the narrative to assist the reader 

with understanding the complexity of experiences described. 

The results of this study had implications for theory, research, and practice. 

Experiences shared by these participants reflected and expanded upon theoretical 

perspectives on surveillance, particularly as they relate to social media their influence on 

shaping speech and behavior online as well as in offline contexts. These findings 

therefore point to further avenues of investigation, as well as practical recommendations 

for scholars and academic institutions currently addressing the challenges of social media 
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use related to surveillance and so-called cancel culture. Discussion of these implications 

is presented in the next chapter to conclude this dissertation.  
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Chapter 5: Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction and Summary of Study 

Academics, like billions of people worldwide, use social media such as Facebook, 

Twitter, and Instagram to keep in touch with family, friends, and personal interests; and 

increasingly, scholars use these platforms to engage as public intellectuals and thus raise 

professional visibility. It is now common practice for all manner of knowledge workers 

and creative professionals to develop a social media persona for the purpose of self-

promotion (Scolere et al., 2018; Vallas & Christin, 2018; Whitmer, 2020). The benefits 

for scholars have been described to include dissemination of research, networking and 

collaborative opportunities, greater influence in their fields and at their institutions, and 

the ability to reach broader audiences beyond the academy (Pieris, 2019; Stewart, 2016; 

Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012; Zou & Hyland, 2019). These purported advantages, 

echoed in encouragement received from peers and administrators, have motivated 

academics to become active on social media platforms (Gruzd et al., 2012; Kieslinger, 

2015); however, the outcomes, challenges, and experiences scholars have with social 

media have been understudied.  

Prior research on social media in an academic context has focused largely on the 

practical use of these technologies for enhancing teaching or research practices (Malik et 

al., 2019; Tang & Hew, 2017). Comparatively little attention has been given to the risks 

of social media use for academics (Ahmad Kharman Shah et al., 2016). Among the few 

recent studies that have examined academics’ personal experiences with social media, it 

was nonetheless observed that scholars were cognizant of risks presented by social 

media, particularly from overlapping audiences and identity presentations common on 
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these platforms (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos et al., 2019; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). As 

Jordan (2020) noted, additional research was needed to understand how academics 

perceive and manage social media self-presentations, including challenges presented by 

potentially dissonant audiences and identity presentation in these spaces. Encounters with 

unintended or unanticipated audiences were described as having a negative impact on 

scholars’ participation with social media (Veletsianos et al., 2019), leading to a call for 

future research to examine how such incidents shaped scholars’ social media use.  

Recent studies further indicated that concerns over monitoring, harassment, and 

politically motivated targeting of academics on social media impacted scholars’ online 

practices (Ferber, 2017; Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; 

Veletsianos et al., 2019; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). These findings underscored recent 

emphasis in privacy literature on the need to examine social media self-presentation from 

the perspective of surveillance—that is, the types of monitoring these technologies enable 

and the observers and consequences users anticipate when deciding whether and how to 

share information about themselves (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017; Marwick et al., 

2017; Quinn & Papacharissi, 2018). Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018) recommended 

that the field would benefit from future studies with populations of academics to better 

understand their perceptions and experiences of targeting via social media surveillance. 

The above findings framed a gap in the literature regarding academics’ social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 2019); and this was 

the problem space to which the present study was designed to contribute. 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in 

the United States described their social media self-presentations in the context of 
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imagined surveillance. Imagined surveillance refers to the anticipation of monitoring by 

online audiences and the associated consequences, whether positive or negative, that 

shape everyday practices with social media, including self-presentation (Duffy & Chan, 

2019; Lyon, 2017). Two research questions were addressed by this study: 

RQ1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance? 

RQ2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance on their 

personal social media self-presentations? 

The researcher applied Moral Reasoning Theory (Kohlberg, 1968/2008; Rest et al., 1999) 

to conceptualize social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

The first research question emphasized participants’ shared understanding of dominant 

social norms, expectations, and power dynamics within their academic communities, or 

the common morality (Rest et al., 2000) underlying construction of social media self-

presentations. The second research question was then focused on patterns of reasoning 

that informed these academics’ practices in response to imagined surveillance, such as 

whether to prioritize self-interest, maintain norms, or express postconventional ideas. 

Prior to this study, research on scholars’ personal experiences with social media 

utilized very small samples. In most cases, qualitative studies reflected the experiences of 

less than 15 participants (e.g., Costa, 2015; Stewart, 2016; Veletsianos et al., 2018, 2019). 

The present study collected data from a large sample of academics in the United States 

(n=106) utilizing questionnaires (n=102) and interviews (n=20). This project was 

therefore, to the researcher’s knowledge, the largest qualitative study of academics’ 

social media experiences to date. The present study was also the first to directly examine 
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academics’ perceptions and encounters with social media surveillance, including a trend 

known as cancel culture. This term refers to politically motivated social media targeting 

that had been widely discussed in popular media as prominent in higher education; and 

though the concept of cancel culture had been addressed in recent scholarly writing (e.g., 

Bouvier, 2020; Pilon, 2020; Ng, 2020; Stevens et al., 2020), it had not been a subject of 

qualitative research in the academic context. This study is the first to provide empirical 

findings on cancel culture as defined and experienced by members of the academic 

community. In so doing, this research revealed that imagined surveillance associated with 

cancel culture profoundly influenced social media self-presentations of academics and 

resulted in a chilling effect on speech in both online and offline settings. 

In the following chapter, a detailed discussion is provided of the study findings as 

well as conclusions drawn regarding academics’ social media self-presentations in the 

context of imagined surveillance. As outlined in previous chapters, this study was 

conducted with a qualitative descriptive design, and data collected from questionnaires 

and interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis to generate descriptive themes in 

answer to the research questions. First, these results are summarized by theme according 

to research question, related to theory and prior research, and a summary of conclusions 

is provided. Second, implications of the research are discussed as applicable to theory, 

practice in education and policy, and future research in these areas. Third, 

recommendations are made for future studies with this phenomenon and social media 

self-presentation as it relates to the surveillance aspects of these technologies, as well as 

applications of these findings for practice regarding social media use and associated risks 
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in an academic context. Finally, the chapter concludes with the researcher’s holistic 

reflection on the study and contribution to the problem space. 

Summary of Findings and Conclusions 

The findings of this study indicated that imagined surveillance weighed heavily in 

academics’ descriptions of social media self-presentation. Qualitative analysis of 

questionnaires (n=102) and interviews (n=20) identified five themes and 14 subthemes to 

describe the phenomenon as experienced by study participants. In answer to the first 

research question, construction of social media self-presentation in the context of 

imagined surveillance was described as a process of balancing (1) promises and perils of 

social media in/visibility, which was described by four subthemes: unspoken rules, 

overlapping identities, social support, and personal opinion-sharing; and these 

experiences had been shaped in recent years by a change in academic culture the 

participants described as (2) the rise of cancel culture, which was described by three 

subthemes: enforced ideology, activist subgroup, and pressure to signal support. In 

answer to the second research question on the influence of imagined surveillance on these 

academics’ personal self-presentations, three additional themes outlined these 

participants experiences: (3) protection over participation on social media, which was 

described by subthemes of withdrawal from social media, tenure as insufficient, and safe 

social media strategies; (4) trepidation while teaching related to subthemes of recording 

in the classroom and strategic instruction; and, in some cases, (5) resistance and rebellion, 

which were related to subthemes of a pushback against cancel culture and a duty to speak 

out. In the following section, each of the five major themes will be discussed and related 

to prior research. 
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RQ1: Construction of SM Self-Pres. in Context of Imagined Surveillance 

As stated in the previous chapter, a large majority (76%) of participants agreed 

with the statement that academics’ social media activities were being monitored. This 

result reflected the inherent surveillance aspects of social media which, by design, are 

spaces to watch and be watched (Tippet, 2020; Trottier, 2012). There were, however, two 

distinct aspects to these academics’ descriptions of self-presentation in the context of 

imagined surveillance: the first addressed how academics perceived and navigated social 

media surveillance by balancing presumed benefits of visibility against potential risks of 

overexposure; and the second focused on a more immediate and threatening concern over 

malicious monitoring of academics seen as a means of enforcing political and ideological 

perspectives at their institutions. 

Promises and Perils of Social Media In/visibility. Visibility is an essential 

element of social media. At their most basic level, these apps provide features for sharing 

information about oneself and observing what is shared by others. It is no surprise, then, 

that social surveillance—i.e., seeing what others are doing—is a common motivator for 

using social media (Ellison et al., 2007; Karahanna et al., 2018; Joinson, 2008; Quinn, 

2016; Whiting & Williams, 2013). The academics in this study were no exception as they 

described these apps as useful for keeping up with family, friends, colleagues, and 

personal interests. As creative professionals who also seek visibility for their research and 

scholarship, these academics recognized the potential for social media to grow their 

professional audiences and reputations as well. Their expectations of positive outcomes 

from social media frequently echoed the language of personal branding, or the use of 

social media to craft a marketable self-presentation (Scolere et al., 2018; Whitmer, 2020). 
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They discussed how these promises, heard in the encouragement of their peers and 

administrators to adopt social media, had motivated them to increase their own visibility 

on these apps (cf. Gruzd et al., 2012). Though many recalled personal reservations about 

social media use, including the time investment (cf. Lupton, 2014; Jordan & Weller, 

2018a) and observations about the negative influence social media had on public 

discourse and culture (cf. Veletsianos, Kimmons et al., 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019), 

the promised gains of greater visibility for the scholar and institution had been initially 

prioritized over personal reservations. 

While social media visibility had been described as potentially beneficial for these 

academics, invisibility, on the other hand, was discussed as a potential liability. These 

scholars recognized, for example, that opting out of social media could put one at a 

disadvantage professionally if not also socially. As was discussed in the literature review, 

social media visibility was seen as an advantage, if not a necessity, for career 

advancement and upward mobility (Marwick et al., 2017; Micheli et al., 2018), and the 

same perception was reflected in these academics’ discussions. They recognized a 

pressure to adopt social media and that doing so could present the scholar as more 

relevant, innovative, or even avant-garde. At the same time, these academics noted that, 

despite encouragement to use social media from deans or in faculty meetings, none had 

received substantive guidance on best practices for representing themselves to the public 

on these platforms. This theme supported a prior finding from Jordan (2020) in which 

less than a quarter of academics reported that their institutions had formally 

acknowledged social media use as an aspect of their professional duties. 
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Academics in this study described their reliance on social learning to interpret the 

unspoken rules of social media self-presentation. Observation of others’ behaviors in a 

social context allows individuals to acquire knowledge about expectations, attitudes, and 

behaviors that are advantageous or rewarded (Bandura, 2002). Vicarious observations 

likewise shaped these academics perceptions about the social media practices that were 

typical on each app or among similar users; and their awareness of colleagues’ 

experiences, particularly media stories of other academics who had faced negative 

outcomes, were frequently referenced as informing tacit rules of appropriateness. 

Consistent with prior research of social media users, these academics conceptualized 

imagined audiences, specific and abstract, associated with various platforms (Litt & 

Hargittai, 2016). Facebook and Instagram, for example, were described as more personal 

platforms while Twitter addressed a wider and therefore more professional audience.  

Construction of separate self-presentations across social media platforms was 

described by several participants and was assumed to be a common practice among their 

peers. This strategy of digital dualism (Jurgenson, 2013) was similarly observed in prior 

studies of social media users (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Quinn, 2014; Ryan et al., 2020), 

including among academic users (Jordan, 2020). As found in the latter study, these 

academics observed that audiences overlapped across platforms despite intentions to 

delineate self-presentations. Context collapse, or the tendency for social network sites to 

merge audiences and social contexts that might otherwise be kept separate, has been 

identified in prior research to complicate self-presentation (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). 

Participants recognized that misalignment between the imagined and actual audiences for 

social media posts could risk what Litt and Hargittai (2014) referred to as turbulence. 
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Messages intended for one audience, such as colleagues in the scholar’s field, could be 

observed, perhaps negatively, by other observers with differing perspectives. 

Difficulty presenting separate facets of the self on social media was further 

complicated for academics who expressed uncertainty about where their identities as 

scholars and private individuals were delineated—if, in fact, these were separate at all. 

Their desires for connection with likeminded people, and to receive social or emotional 

support for personal challenges, were identified as motivation to engage in more personal 

disclosures; and this was a point where social media visibility became quite perilous. A 

similar motivation to express personal identity and receive support was found by Stewart 

(2016) in her study of scholars who were highly active on Twitter. In both cases, 

participants discussed the close relationship between academic and personal identities, 

which suggests that overlapping audiences and contexts on social media may be 

particularly challenging for scholars who deeply identify with their work and the social 

groups they study and/or to which belong. 

Personal opinion-sharing on social media, and particularly on Twitter, was 

described as a slippery slope toward a level of discourse that was risky for the individual 

scholar and damaging to the academy. Though most of these academics did not describe 

their own activities in this way, they all discussed their observations of colleagues who 

used social media to engage with public narratives (cf. Stewart, 2016) around current 

events, social issues, and pop culture trends. These practices reflected the concept of 

surveillance culture described by Lyon (2017) in which visibility to observers is invited 

and enjoyed. Participants pointed to the appeal of celebrity, or becoming a social media 

influencer (Khamis et al., 2017), for scholars operating in an academic system that 
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rewards reputation and prestige. Social media norms were also discussed as leading 

academics to engage in public speech that pushed boundaries of professional 

acceptability (cf. Stewart & Veletsianos). Seeking attention from social media audiences 

in this way was identified as particularly risky since doing so can invite hostility from 

unintended audiences. This perception reflected a prior conclusion from Veletsianos and 

Shaw (2018) who noted that scholars find themselves in trouble on social media when 

encountering audiences that are unsympathetic to their desires to speak out. 

The Rise of Cancel Culture. Construction of social media self-presentation was 

profoundly influenced by perceptions of changing norms, values, and power dynamics 

within these academics’ institutions; and such changes were collectively described as 

cancel culture. As defined by the participants in this study, cancel culture referred to a 

trend toward zero tolerance for debate and disagreement in which persons expressing 

opposing views are targeted, villainized, bullied, punished professionally and personally, 

and ultimately silenced. Social media were viewed as facilitating cancel culture as these 

platforms provided the means of surveillance to identify targets as well as outlets for 

administering punishment, including amplification of public outrage and vitriol directed 

toward the targeted individuals, calls for their termination, circulation of petitions, 

organization of protests, and exposure of personal information (i.e., doxing). Participants’ 

descriptions of cancel culture were consistent with the model of morally motivated 

networked harassment put forward by Marwick (2021), which she conceptualized as a 

mechanism for enforcing social order. The academics in this study recognized that such 

tactics served to enforce social norms on their campuses and in their fields. While cancel 

culture was not attributed, in a general sense, to a particular political group—indeed, it 



366 

 

was understood that such tactics are widely used to foster moral outrage across the 

political spectrum—these academics were clear that the morally motivated surveillance 

and targeting they associated with cancel culture enforced social order according to 

dominant left-wing political views within the academic community. In other words, while 

cancel culture could potentially emanate from many sources, it was left-wing outrage that 

these academics saw as likely to win out if directed against them or their institutions. 

Progressive or left-wing sociopolitical perspectives were described by these 

academics as the common morality (Rest et al., 2000) governing speech and self-

presentation at their institutions and within the academy. Common morality refers to the 

understanding of established practices, rules, and codes, as well as their de facto 

authorities, shared among members of a community (Narvaez & Bock, 2002). 

Participants identified far-left perspectives on gender and race, as well as a perceived 

abandonment of liberal democratic values, as defining a newly imposed set of rules to 

which they were expected to comply. Institutional prioritization of initiatives under the 

label of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) was identified as empowering adherents 

of these ideologies to enforce codes of speech and intellectual orthodoxy. Social media 

surveillance was described in this context as a means of applying power through scrutiny 

of scholars’ language, associations, and interests as displayed on these apps, and enabling 

correction or punishment of deviation from enforced norms. Cancel culture incidents in 

which online criticism of scholars’ statements produced internal investigations or censure 

under the auspices of DEI were further described as appropriation and abuse of 

institutional power favoring an activist subgroup of faculty, students, and administrators 

who were thus empowered to establish norms of acceptability. 
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Imagined surveillance was described to influence construction of academics’ 

social media self-presentations toward their use for social sorting. As discussed in the 

literature review, perception of observing audiences is understood to increase public-self-

awareness, or greater consideration of how one is to be viewed and evaluated, and thus 

prompt behaviors more consistent with social norms (Fenigstein et al, 1975; Froming et 

al., 1982; Govern & Marsch, 2001). Participants described a related practice among their 

colleagues of posting personal statements to social media that identified their compliance 

or support for favored perspectives and groups. This practice, which participants termed 

virtue signaling, was seen as a method to self-categorize or reinforce one’s fidelity with 

the empowered ingroup (cf. Hogg et al., 1990). In turn, members of the academic 

community would be able to peruse colleagues’ social media histories to make 

judgements about each other that may factor into professional or personal relationships 

(cf. Gangneux, 2019; Standlee, 2019). A desire to identify with favored or dominant 

group values, whether sincere or strategic, was seen as motivating scholars to engage in 

performative social media self-presentations.  

These academics’ descriptions of signaling were consistent with the concept of 

audience-pleasing described in self-presentation literature (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). 

Audience-pleasing behaviors may vary between sincere and manipulative as individuals 

attempt to present themselves in advantageous ways to their prioritized or most critical 

audiences (Baumeister, 1982). Study participants ascribed risks to opting out of such 

audience-pleasing, as surveillance of social media accounts was seen as enforcing the 

popular left-wing slogan that silence is violence—that is, the view that not signaling 

support constitutes an act of harm against those in the favored group. Remaining silent on 
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social media when, for example, students and peers were engaged in signaling support for 

groups such as Black Lives Matter, was seen as a self-presentation that risked negative 

evaluation from critical audiences. Professors who did not participate or otherwise 

demonstrate alignment with ingroup values expressed concerns of being suspected and 

potentially targeted with hostility on social media or ostracization among peers.  

A notable finding of this study related to sex differences in these academics’ 

experiences with hostility on social media. Prior research regarding online harassment of 

scholars was limited; however, studies indicated that women scholars experienced more 

hostility on social media, or that women were perhaps more likely to characterize 

encounters with dissonant audiences as harassment, than their male colleagues (Cassidy 

et al., 2015; Smith & Duggan, 2018; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Vera-Gray, 

2017). Results of the present study contradicted those assessments: male scholars 

reported experiencing more social media hostility directed toward themselves (67%) than 

women scholars (58%). This finding was not anticipated and suggests that male 

academics may be more frequent targets of social media hostility. In addition, male 

scholars reported observing much more general hostility on social media: for example, 

80% of male participants said they had experienced social media hostility directed at 

others compared to 53% of women participants who reported the same. This result 

suggests that women are not more likely than men to frame negative incidents on social 

media as hostile or harassing. 

RQ2: Influence of Imagined Surveillance on Personal SM Self-Presentations 

In answer to the second research question, three major themes described how 

imagined surveillance influenced the personal social media self-presentations of 
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academics: choosing protection over participation on social media, teaching with 

trepidation, and, in some cases, by prompting acts of resistance and rebellion. The first 

theme reflects a chilling effect on academics’ online speech and self-presentations 

resulting from concerns of monitoring and risks associated with cancel culture. The 

second identifies an extended chilling effect of surveillance in the classroom whereby the 

perceived presence of recording devices raised concerns that lecture material and 

statements made while teaching could be shared to social media by students to trigger 

targeting of faculty. The third theme of resistance and rebellion reflects an alternative 

perspective shared by a subgroup of participants who described efforts to push back on 

cancel culture; and in these cases, surveillance represented a risk as well as an 

opportunity to challenge norms. 

Protection Over Participation. Imagined surveillance influenced many of these 

academics to adapt protective strategies for social media self-presentation. Perceived 

risks were largely related to the potential for hostility, targeting, and ultimately 

employment-related consequences that could come from participating on social media, 

particularly for those academics whose work or worldviews did not align with the 

dominant perspectives on their campuses or in their fields. Many of the conservative 

academics discussed, for example, how they had withdrawn from most or all social media 

use in response to imagined surveillance associated with cancel culture; however, 

participants of various political backgrounds described withholding personal opinions 

and avoiding any disclosures that could so much as hint to their political or religious 

perspectives. This finding was consistent with a prior study by Kruse et al. (2018) who 

found that adult social media users avoided political disclosures out of concern for 
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interpersonal conflict and loss of professional opportunities; and withdrawal of this kind, 

they concluded, indicated “awareness that not all entities have equal power online, and 

thus individuals must pull back from fully expressing themselves in that space” (p. 73). 

Conservative scholars were described as similarly disempowered within academia by 

self-identified conservatives and their liberal colleagues in this study. Reasoning based on 

protection of personal interests, as described in Moral Reasoning Theory (Rest et al., 

1999), therefore characterized these scholars’ rationale for withdrawal from social media: 

despite having views that differed from the established norms on their campuses, job 

security for themselves and the wellbeing of their families were prioritized over desires to 

publicly express their personal values and beliefs, at least on social media. 

Participants’ decisions to cease or withdraw from social media in response to 

imagined surveillance resembled descriptions in prior qualitative studies. Experiences 

with online harassment or privacy violations were found to prompt adult women to 

restrict or delete their social media profiles (Pitcan et al., 2018), including women 

scholars who withdrew or self-censored after such incidents (Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 

2018); however, the present study, which was balanced by sex, found no observable 

difference between men and women employing this protective strategy. These academics 

decisions to delete social media accounts were also related in some cases to privacy and 

censorship concerns. As discussed in the literature, there was broad awareness that 

technology companies, as well as corporations and governments, collect personal 

information about Internet users’ (Lupton & Michael, 2017; McEwan & Flood, 2018; 

Stuart & Levine, 2017; Tucker, et al., 2012), and many adults believe they have little or 

no control over their personal data online (Pereira et al., 2017). Contrary to recent 
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findings that social media users who believed they lacked control over online privacy 

were less likely to try protecting their personal information (Xie et al., 2019), participants 

in this study who expressed such concerns had opted out of social media rather than 

disclose information on these platforms. Perceptions of censorship by social media 

companies, which were related to cancel culture and discussed as favoring similar 

ideologies to those empowered on their campuses, also factored into their reasons for 

withdrawing from social media apps, such as Twitter, on which they did not feel their 

viewpoints were welcomed or fairly treated. 

A notable subtheme related to scholars’ use of protective strategies was their 

perception of tenure as insufficient protection against surveillance and targeting 

associated with cancel culture. As discussed by Curnalia and Mermer (2018), recent 

trends toward more decision-making power for boards and administrators and away from 

faculty governance, as well as efforts to weaken or eliminate tenure in some states while 

increasing the number of contingent faculty, have led some faculty to feel they lack the 

power to succeed in their positions or share their expertise within their institutions. 

Similar concerns were discussed by the academics in this study, including tenured full 

professors, who had strong doubts about whether tenured status would shield them from 

termination and other institutional punishments should they express opinions contrary to 

those favored on their campuses. Faculty who believed that tenure may still function to 

provide basic protection against termination acknowledged that there were other ways 

that a professor can be cancelled without getting fired, including investigations and 

related process punishments, ostracization from colleagues, loss of promotion, loss of 

teaching assignments, and loss of publishing opportunities. These concerns reflected what 
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Stevens, Jussim, and Honeycutt (2020) referred to as scholarship suppression. The 

authors noted that they had excluded social media from their examination of scholarship 

suppression to focus on traditional outlets for academic speech and writing from which 

scholars with heterodox reputations are excluded; however, the findings of this study 

were that scholars anticipated their social media self-presentations would be used to 

inform peer judgements to exclude them from such opportunities necessary to succeed in 

their professions. 

Academics who did not withdraw from social media described using strategies of 

self-censorship to create safer social media self-presentations. Surveillance concerns and 

associated risks of cancel culture produced a chilling effect (Dolich, 1993) on the public 

speech of these academics whether they be conservative, liberal, or centrist. Participants 

perceived that expressing personal opinions on current events, for example, or revealing 

extracurricular aspects of their lives and personal interests, increased the risk of offending 

or provoking negative reactions from more ideological colleagues and students who may 

be watching. The use of self-censorship and construction of highly professionalized and, 

at times, sanitized online personas reflected these academics’ understanding of social 

media as networked publics ((Marwick & Boyd, 2014), or spaces with characteristics of 

both personal conversation where audiences are familiar and broadcast media where 

audiences are somewhat ambiguous. Self-censorship, then, allowed these academics to 

participate on social media while remaining privately public (Lange, 2007), or visible but 

relatively private about personal disclosures.  

Self-censorship strategies reflected maintaining-norms reasoning, or conventional 

thinking, as described by Moral Reasoning Theory (Kohlberg, 1966/2008; Rest et al., 
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1999, 2000). Maintaining norms behaviors are characterized by prioritization of 

established rules, expectations, and authority figures within the community (Thoma, 

2014). These academics likewise perceived that presenting themselves according to the 

established norms of academia—that is, for a professor to present a scholarly persona 

with minimal bias or opinion—would be less conspicuous and therefore less risky. These 

safer self-presentations targeted imagined audiences, described in terms of communal and 

professional ties, who were expected to appreciate the information shared, as discussed 

by Litt and Hargittai (2016); however, in contrast to the social media users in their study 

who imagined critical audiences on few occasions, these participants were acutely aware 

that unknown and potentially hostile audiences may be observing their posts—indeed, 

this was often their stated reason for not engaging in more open self-presentations. The 

self-censorship they described was therefore closer to a chilling effect as defined by 

Manokha (2018) in curtailing speech and behavior to conform with the perceived 

expectations of surveillant audiences. 

Safer social media self-presentations maintained norms by presenting a sanitized 

or broadly acceptable persona. This approach, which participant Rose summarized as 

“keeping it light,” has been otherwise referred to as presenting a vanilla self (Pitcan et al., 

2018), a generic self (Quinn, 2014), and as the lowest common denominator effect 

(Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Participants practices were also consistent with prior research 

that found awareness of social media surveillance prompted adult users in the United 

States to withhold their political opinions (Stoycheff, 2019), and that users with larger 

social media audiences engaged in more impression management (Archer-Brown, 2018). 

Participants described restricting their social media posts to topics within their immediate 
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areas of expertise and, even then, being careful about how to phrase findings or 

conclusions that did not align with the favored perspectives of their colleagues. Those 

who also posted personal or extracurricular items described a similar strategy of sharing 

only positive and lighthearted content, such as inspirational quotes and memes that 

virtually all would consider anodyne (cf. Kruse et al., 2018). As Trottier (2012) also 

observed, participants awareness of being watched, and their awareness of how they 

themselves watched the online activities of others, informed these strategies of self-

monitoring and self-censorship to avoid making disclosures that could be used to make 

social judgements or spark potential conflicts. The strategy of keeping it light, or crafting 

safer social media self-presentations, reflected elements of a practice known as vague-

booking where the salience of invisible audiences prompts users to become more 

ambiguous in their online posts (Child & Starcher, 2016). Ambiguity and vagueness were 

at times used by these academics to shroud both their personal views and, alarmingly, 

their scholarly opinions. 

Self-censorship and self-monitoring were also described in strategies of 

retroactively deleting social media posts. More than half of these academics agreed 

(53.77%) that they had deleted older social media posts to avoid future evaluations by 

unspecified audiences. Lincoln and Robards (2017) referred to this practice as editing the 

social media self, which they observed with young people who deleted old posts that no 

longer reflected the persona they desired to project. There is a notable difference, 

however, between the type of retroactive editing that those authors described and the 

practices referenced by participants in the present study: for the young people observed 

by Lincoln and Robards (2017), retroactive editing was related to the developmental 
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process of identity construction, whereas academics in this study edited their social media 

histories not to reflect evolving identities but to address rapidly changing norms of 

acceptability and concerns of social media surveillance associated with cancel culture—

for example, the possibility of students searching through professors’ older posts for 

material that could be used against them. The notion of an outside agent with the power 

to access and evaluate one’s personal information and inflict consequences is a key 

element of the imagined surveillance phenomenon (Duffy & Chan, 2019). For academics 

in this study, anticipation of such eventualities was evident in proactive practices like 

routinely deleting older posts on Twitter as well as reactive practices like deleting more 

recent posts that had received unwanted attention. 

Teaching with Trepidation. The influence of imagined surveillance on these 

academics’ social media self-presentations was also found in their descriptions of 

teaching practices. As discussed in previous chapters, social media self-presentation was 

examined in this study as any expression shaped in relation to potential social media 

audiences; and this included offline activities done in the view of others, such as students, 

who may be social media users. The researcher investigated these areas based on prior 

research that found the presence of smartphones and salience of social media visibility 

produced an extended chilling effect on speech and behavior (Marder at al., 2016; 

Lavertu et al., 2020). This effect is associated with public-self-awareness, which is 

understood in cognitive psychology to promote behaviors consistent with perceived 

social norms and expectations (Fenigstein et al, 1975; Froming et al., 1982; Govern & 

Marsch, 2001). Participants in this study discussed how the presence of cameras in the 
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classroom and in online courses (i.e., Zoom) was a source of concern, particularly as 

recording of classes had increased significantly in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Professors distinguished between classroom recording as a matter of instructional 

practice and the possibility of students independently recording with their own devices. 

The former, which included lecture-capture technologies in the classroom and in online 

courses, was described as providing the instructor with some degree of agency—that is, 

they initiated the recording or had the opportunity to edit or re-record portions, if desired. 

The latter, which related to students’ use of smartphones, was described in surveillance 

terms and as a source of considerable risk for faculty. That a student may exploit the 

“analog hole,” as participant Winston termed it, to capture their professors’ words 

without their knowledge raised concerns about targeting of faculty for purposes of 

political activism or simply to avenge a personal grudge. Similar issues were addressed 

by Page (2017) who mapped the various sources of surveillance of schoolteachers to 

include students recording or informing on their teachers. The present study found that 

professors at the college level also perceive this type of monitoring, which can be 

conceptualized as sousveillance (watching from below). As Page (2017) also observed, 

while administrators may not directly monitor faculty in the classroom, sousveillance 

from students functions as vertical (i.e., institutional) surveillance: students may not have 

direct power over their instructors, but their recordings and complaints are given 

credence and acted upon by institutional agents who do. In the present case, these 

academics recognized that recordings are likely to be shared on social media, inviting 

controversy and scorn from outside audiences in addition to institutional observers. 
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Professors’ awareness of incidents at their own schools, as well as cases of 

classroom recording reported in the media, led to experiences of trepidation while 

teaching. They described hesitation while discussing topics that overlapped with or 

bordered on hot-button issues associated with cancel culture, such as concepts and 

terminology related to gender, race, sexuality, criminal justice, economics, and Western 

history. The biologists who interviewed for this study, for example, hesitated to discuss 

genetic and sex difference in animal populations, as well as humans, in fear of student 

surveillance and targeting motivated by sociopolitical activism around race and gender. 

Professors described avoiding or struggling with lessons, textbook examples, and student 

questions for fear that classroom sousveillance could lead to social or institutional 

punishments—indeed, one professor in this study (Regina) believed she was no longer 

assigned to teach courses after graduate students had recorded her critique of socialism in 

her former home country. Recording concerns were often related to social media, even in 

hindsight, as professors reflected on incidents in their own classrooms that appeared even 

more dangerous as they considered what might have occurred if a student had posted it 

online. Such reflections are consistent with Page’s (2017) concept of intrapersonal 

surveillance, or the self-monitoring teachers practice in response to the presence of 

recording and other forms of surveillance in their schools and classrooms. 

Prior research has discussed the influence of social media surveillance in offline 

contexts in ways consistent with the descriptions provided by participants in this study. 

Ellis et al., (2013) identified, for example, an ever-present yet ambiguous sense of 

visibility produced by awareness of social media in daily life, which they termed the 

affective atmosphere of surveillance (see also White & Le Cornu, 2011). Similarly, 
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Lavertu et al., (2020) identified a warming effect in which the awareness of potential 

social media use nearby encouraged individuals to conform their behaviors to perceived 

social expectations in offline situations (see also Bradley, 2018). Professors in this study 

acknowledge that the possibility of student sousveillance and social media surveillance 

was in their heads, as participant Leslie put it, when teaching certain topics. More than 

half of the participants in this study (53%) agreed they had been concerned that what they 

said in front of students might be shared on social media. Such concerns reflect the 

possibility of what Lutz and Hoffmann (2017) called being participated on social media, 

or the possibility that information about oneself will be shared and scrutinized online 

whether one is a social media user or not. Being participated can prompt individuals who 

have withdrawn from social media to return in search of what is being said in their 

absence (cf. Adorjan & Riccardelli, 2019; Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017; Pangrazio, 2019; 

Trottier, 2012). Similarly, these professors recognized that their students could be talking 

about them on social media, as was the case for participant Carmen who sought the 

assistance of friendly students to read for her the comments posted by their peers in her 

classes. The trepidation and related practices described by these professors reflected the 

conclusion drawn by Lavertu et al. (2020) that awareness of social media instills 

knowledge that information about our offline activities may be communicated online, and 

the thought of displeasing imagined social media audiences influences offline behavior. 

Resistance and Rebellion. A final theme that described the influence of imagined 

surveillance on the social media self-presentations of these academics related to acts of 

resistance and rebellion against perceived intellectual orthodoxy and cancel culture on 

their campuses and in the academy more broadly. This theme was discussed as a rival 
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interpretation necessary to present a fully contoured description of the phenomenon as 

experienced by these participants. As noted by Vallas and Christin (2018), resistant 

practices frequently operate in parallel to some level of compliance with surveillance and 

perceived expectations; and such was the case for these academics. While previous 

themes described more prominent practices of self-protection and maintaining-norms, 

most of the academics interviewed also shared their reservations and regrets about 

complying—indeed, some referred to their self-censorship and withdrawal as cowardice. 

Several participants described how they had begun to seek outlets to express 

postconventional views (Kohlberg, 1966/2008; Rest et al., 1999), even as most remained 

concerned about the risks of dissenting. Observations of outside organizations and select 

colleagues that were actively speaking out against cancel culture and challenging 

ideological orthodoxy on associated topics were frequently referenced as a source of hope 

and inspiration to push back on these trends. For most, however, resistance was still a 

complicated matter and pursued carefully. 

Anonymous social media accounts were one way that these academics resisted 

social media surveillance. Examples of this practice ranged from obfuscation, such as 

altering the scholar’s account name and thus making it more difficult for outsiders to 

identify (cf. Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lincoln & Robards, 2017), to the use of pseudonymous 

or “fake” accounts that eliminated concern for personal privacy (cf. Quinn, 2014). An 

advantage of the latter strategy was described as providing the academic freedom to 

follow or click the like button on social media content without others scrutinizing their 

interests and actions. This finding was consistent with that of Marder (2018) who 

observed that social media users with diverse audiences avoided clicking the like button 
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on political posts and pages supporting politicians. Such activities, and these participants 

avoidance of them, highlighted how liking and following on social media, which are 

seemingly low-stakes activities, or micro-acts (Micheli et al., 2018), are important 

aspects of self-presentation subject to surveillance. Anonymous accounts allowed these 

participants the freedom to not only like and follow content more openly, but as 

McGregor and Li (2019) discussed, to reply and post as they wished without risk of 

appearing politically incorrect to others in their social networks.  

Parallel acts of resistance also included adoption of alternative social media 

platforms. Participant Curtis, for example, had abandoned Facebook after encountering 

hostility from students there; however, he had joined Gab, an emerging social network 

marketed as a free-speech alternative, where he posted daily. Prior studies have also 

connected the desire to distance from familiar audiences with adoption of emerging social 

media apps, such as when teens, for example, join alternative platforms like Instagram 

and Snapchat to escape the observation of their parents on Facebook (Adorjan & 

Ricciardelli, 2019; Marwick & Boyd, 2014). In similar fashion, Curtis described how 

using Gab allowed him to express his Christian and conservative views openly and 

engage in substantive conversations about current events and cultural topics away from 

the gaze of colleagues or students who might target him professionally. 

Among the participants who had made heterodox social media self-presentations, 

including those who engaged openly in rebellion against dominant views in their fields, 

postconventional reasoning characterized the motivations behind these actions. As 

discussed in Moral Reasoning Theory, postconventional thinking exhibits a preference 

for reciprocity and values that are open for debate and tests of logical consistency (Rest et 
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al., 1999; Thoma, 2014). These academics likewise appealed to such values, and often to 

principles of liberalism and academic freedom, when speaking about their belief that 

academics had a duty to speak out against intellectual orthodoxy and suppression of 

alternative perspectives, including and especially those trends they associated with cancel 

culture. Participant Darby, for example, lamented that her colleagues would be outraged 

by her statements that contradicted their favored far-left perspectives; academics, she 

said, should welcome the debate—not try to shut it down—and seek to be in the fray.  

Resistant social media posts were at times discussed in terms of a battle against 

those who would infringe upon academic freedom and undermine ideals of liberty and 

fairness that these participants valued highly and believed should apply to all regardless 

of worldview. Social media self-presentations made to rebel or push back against 

suppression of these values were often framed as addressing imagined audiences that Litt 

and Hargittai (2016) referred to as phantasmal—audiences, individuals, or entities with 

whom these academics did not have direct relationships but were assumed to be out there 

watching. In such cases, these academics played to imagined surveillance, rather than 

withdrew from it, as they envisioned addressing peers whom they could dispute, 

confound, or simply annoy by their persistence in presenting alternative perspectives. 

They likewise appealed to abstract audiences such as general public, recognizing that 

while social media made them more visible to potentially hostile observers on their 

campuses and in their academic fields, they could also be seen by broader audiences 

more receptive to their work and ideas. Imagined surveillance was therefore a source of 

opportunity and even hope to those academics who felt a duty to speak out. 
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General Summary and Transferability of Findings 

Imagined surveillance profoundly impacted the construction of academics’ social 

media-self presentations. While these participants identified a range of potential benefits 

for increasing a scholar’s visibility on these platforms, they faced challenges in 

separating social contexts and presentations of their personal and scholarly identities. The 

most prominent aspects of imagined surveillance were risks associated with cancel 

culture, which these academics defined to mean a trend toward intolerance for debate and 

inquiry that challenged conventional thinking and favored perspectives associated with 

far-left perspectives on gender and race and a devaluation of traditional liberalism within 

the academy. Cancel culture was observed to promote performative self-presentations 

among colleagues who used these apps to publicly signal alignment with empowered 

groups and favored causes as a preventative measure against targeting. Participants were 

largely opposed to engaging in performative signaling and instead were influenced by 

imagined surveillance to utilize protective social media strategies such as ceasing or 

withdrawing from these apps entirely, crafting highly professional and impersonal social 

media personas perceived to be safer, and, in some cases, engaging in acts of resistance 

and rebellion against dominant narratives with which they disagreed. 

The present study is the largest qualitative investigation of social media self-

presentations of academics to date, and the only known empirical research on professors’ 

experiences with social media surveillance and cancel culture; however, these findings 

reflect the experiences of a nonrandom sample and cannot be applied generally to other 

academicians or populations. Though the results of this study are not generalizable, they 

may be transferable to other contexts with similar qualities. As Page (2017) stated, 
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understanding the surveillance of teachers “could equally form the basis of 

conceptualizing the surveillance of other public-facing professions such as nursing, social 

work, and policing, each of which is situated within a context of risk and problematic 

trust,” and workers in each face similar forms of monitoring (p. 1004). The same is likely 

true for the scenarios described in this study as the surveillance and social media 

experiences of these professors may well relate to those of teachers in other types of 

schools or creative professionals in other fields. The researcher has presented detailed 

descriptions of the phenomenon and experiences related by this group of participants, as 

well as a detailed accounting of analysis procedures, to enhance clarity and understanding 

of the results. Transferability of these findings depends on whether the descriptions 

resonate with people in other settings and contexts (Tracey, 2010), and the extent to 

which that is the case is a determination left to the reader.  

Reflection on the Dissertation Process 

During this dissertation project, the researcher saw his understanding evolve 

regarding the use of social media as a college professor and the impact of these 

technologies on the culture of academia. Prior to working on this dissertation, the 

researcher had considerable experience as a university professor specializing in digital 

and social media, and he had spent more than a decade teaching courses on the strategic 

use of these technologies for individuals and organizations, including academics. In 2006, 

the researcher developed what was likely the first course dedicated to social media theory 

and practice offered at a university in the United States. The foundation of that course 

was built on scholarship from Danah Boyd, Nicole Ellison, Alice Marwick, and other 

trailblazers of social media research. In writing this dissertation, the author has again 
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stood on the shoulders of these scholars and is grateful to have made a small contribution 

to the research stream they carved out and continue to shape. 

 Social media are often pitched to professors as full of promises and benefits from 

self-promotion to engagement of students. The researcher has presented these potential 

positives at countless conferences, seminars, and faculty meetings, and has written about 

his work integrating Twitter into teaching (see for example Scialdone, Rotolo, & Snyder, 

2011; Small & Rotolo, 2012). As a proponent of social media, the researcher has always 

found colleagues to be curious about these practices; however, he was often puzzled by a 

refrain encountered in their questions and comments: to paraphrase, why would you want 

everyone else to know what you think? This question once seemed strange coming from 

professors who are in the business of publishing what they think. At the time, this author 

wondered why social media were seen differently from other mainstream outlets like 

television and print which academics were typically eager to engage. He had not yet 

considered the question of surveillance at the heart of this study; and, having done so, 

those colleagues’ concerns take on new meaning. 

During this process, the research reflected on how social media have changed 

academia in recent years, for better or worse. Scholars have adopted these apps in larger 

numbers as younger professors have grown up more accustomed to online self-

presentation and others have signed up with encouragement from peers or seminars like 

the ones this researcher once offered. What has not changed, however, is a lack of 

research and discussion about the risks social media have pose for academics. The 

participants in this study described a host of concerns related to social media surveillance, 

targeting, and harassment that had become commonplace in their experience. The 
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researcher is motivated to share these findings, not only as a dissertation but in other 

writing, and perhaps new seminars, to make practical suggestions that may help 

academics and institutions better address these changes. Practical implications and 

recommendations will be further discussed later in this chapter. 

Regarding the dissertation process itself, the researcher reflected on the positive 

experience of conducting this qualitative study. Working with a large sample and dataset 

was challenging but also rewarding, and it has inspired interest in pursuing further 

research of this kind. The researcher thoroughly enjoyed interviewing the scholars who 

volunteered for this research and was humbled by their willingness to share their 

experiences and knowledge with him—indeed, this project would not have been possible 

otherwise. The personal nature of these scholar’s stories and the depth of their insights 

was further motivation for the researcher to immerse himself in this process and produce 

a report that fully reflects their contributions. Participants provided a wealth of data, to be 

sure, and not all that was discussed could be addressed according to the purpose and 

constraints of this dissertation. The researcher looks forward to pursuing future research, 

perhaps further utilizing these data, as well as investigations of this phenomenon with 

additional members of this population and others. Research implications and 

recommendations are further discussed below. 

Implications 

The results of this study provided new insights into the perceptions and 

experiences of academics’ social media use and the influence of imagined surveillance on 

their social media self-presentations. These findings may be useful to inform other 

studies and guide professional practice in related areas. The implications of this study for 
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theory, practice, and future investigation are discussed below and followed by an 

assessment of the study’s strengths and weaknesses. 

Theoretical Implications 

The theoretical framework applied in this study was moral reasoning theory 

(MRT; Kohlberg, 1963/2006; Rest et al., 1999, 2000). The design of this research and the 

data analysis approach were inductive, rather than deductive, and therefore answers to the 

research questions were not exclusively driven by theory. The results were highly 

consistent with MRT, and particularly the cognitive framework advanced by Rest et al. 

(1999) to describe the reasoning patterns, or schemas, individuals use to determine 

behaviors according to perceptions of common morality within social communities. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, MRT distinguishes between three schemas of moral 

reasoning: Personal Interest Schema (PIS), Maintaining Norms Schema (MNS), and 

Postconventional Schema (PCS). Schemas are overlapping and may be prioritized at 

different times depending on context and previous experiences that shape the individual’s 

patterns of cognition and responses (Rest et al., 1999). The Personal Interest Schema 

(PIS) is the most basic pattern of reasoning that prioritizes attainment or protection of 

individual needs over established norms or higher-order values. To some extent, the 

protective strategies toward social media self-presentation that were described by the 

participants in this study reflected PIS thinking.  

Withdrawal from social media use and self-censorship was discussed as a strategy 

for protecting employment, reputation, and in some cases personal safety for the 

participant and his/her family. PIS reasoning is indicated in decisions where personal 

stakes for the actor or those for whom he/she has affection are prioritized (Rest et al., 
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2000). PIS was most evident in cases where participants expressed the desire to present 

their opinions on social media or in class, and, if not for treats imposed by imagined 

surveillance, they might have done so. References to their fears of termination or 

ostracization, and their obligations as providers for their families, suggested that 

decisions to withdraw from social media or avoid certain subjects in the classroom were 

motivated by the protection of these basic needs at the expense of higher-order principles. 

Although these cases exhibited PIS thinking, it was evident that participants also 

considered higher-level reasoning but felt pressured to protect interests—indeed, some 

described their own self-protective behaviors as cowardice. This further indicated that 

PIS reasoning had been prioritized over either norms or values. 

Participants’ perceptions of their colleagues’ social media self-presentations 

described as virtue signaling also reflected PIS thinking. Although participants 

recognized that using social media to signal compliance with expected norms and favored 

groups could be sincere, these practices were often discussed as protective—that is, they 

assumed at least some of their colleagues’ signaling was motivated by the desire to 

protect their own interests from the risks of surveillance and cancel culture. These 

assumptions were reasoned out as likely because the participants themselves recognized 

and experienced the pressure to engage in social sorting. To the extent that signaling was 

sincere, participants discussed these practices as motivated by maintaining norms. 

The Maintaining Norms Schema (MNS) was evident in participants discussions of 

self-censoring strategies that appealed to established professional standards within 

academia. MNS reasoning prioritizes the rules, roles, and authorities of a community that 

are perceived to apply to all members (Thoma, 2014). Likewise, in cases where 
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participants continued using social media despite perceptions of surveillance risks, they 

discussed strategies for presenting scholarly personas that focused on data-driven 

discussions within their direct areas of study, and which avoided disclosure of bias and 

opinion. Maintaining norms of professionalism was perceived as a form of protection 

because it allowed these professors to appeal to shared values should their social media 

posts raised the attention of ideological observers. In other words, though their personal 

views and values may have differed from those favored by the ingroup, MNS reasoning 

was applied to target professional values, or at least expectations, that still applied to all. 

A similar rationale was evident in the way that participants approached trepidation while 

teaching about potentially controversial topics. By adhering to established research and 

carefully choosing their language to avoid the possibility of being quoted out of context, 

they felt safer should students record or post their words on social media. 

It should be noted that cancel culture on these participants campuses was also 

attributed to maintaining norms reasoning—that is, the reasoning behind colleagues’ and 

students’ use of social media to monitor and target those who disagreed with their 

perspectives was perceived as an intent to enforce moral values associated with left-wing 

perspectives they perceived were dominant within academia. Cancel culture as described 

by these participants resembles morally motivated networked harassment (MMNH), as 

defined by Marwick (2021), which seeks to amplify outrage against transgressors, silence 

dissent, and thus maintain social order. In moral reasoning terms, Rest et al. (2000) noted 

that MNS thinking is what provides the sense of moral certainty and fuels the zeal of 

those who would engage in practices associated with MMNH or cancel culture. 

Participants frequently referenced the ways that social media surveillance was used to 
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enforce orthodoxy, or moral order, on their campuses, and this was key to understanding 

their own reasoning and responses. 

Postconventional Schema (PCS) was most evident in participants discussions of 

resistance and rebellion against cancel culture and associated ideological orthodoxy. PCS 

reasoning is characterized by appeals to ideals, rights, and reciprocity, and to apply these 

in logically coherent ways (Rest et al., 2000). Participants exhibited PCS by appealing to 

values such as truth, reason, freedom of speech, and individual liberty, as well as 

academic standards of open inquiry and debate. For those who had spoken out against 

enforced norms and perspectives, these values motivated a perceived duty to push back 

on cancel culture in the academy, even at the risk of being targeted themselves. Although 

most participants did not describe actions to publicly resist or rebel, nearly all expressed 

either a desire to push back or solidarity with those who openly expressed opposition to 

these trends. Even in discussions of personal interest and maintaining norms strategies, 

which were more dominant among this group, nearly all participants discussed their 

dismay over the status quo and pondered resistant strategies in parallel to self-protection. 

The prevalence of PCS among this group was anticipated according to prior 

research in moral reasoning theory. There is a strong correlation between academic 

ability and postconventional thinking (Corcoran et al., 2020), and PCS increases 

significantly with education from junior high to the doctoral level (Thoma, 2014). Results 

of the present study are therefore consistent with prior research and provide further 

evidence for the relationship between education and postconventional thought. These 

highly educated scholars demonstrated PCS reasoning by discussing higher-order values 

as desirable even as the influence of imagined surveillance prompted self-protection and 
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maintaining norms behaviors. This finding is perhaps the most significant theoretical 

implication of this study as it suggests that postconventional reasoning—a goal of liberal 

education—is cowed and stifled in surveillance contexts.  

As discussed in this and previous chapters, social media are essentially 

surveillance technologies—their purpose is to watch and be watched. Surveillance and 

harassment on these platforms are increasingly used by groups across the political 

spectrum, as well as social groups not rooted in the left-right divide, for maintaining 

norms and order (Marwick, 2021). The original impetus behind development of moral 

reasoning theory stemmed from Kohlberg’s horror over the atrocities of Nazism in the 

wake of World War II—he wanted to understand how presumably good people could 

either rationalize immoral deeds or do nothing to oppose them. If social media 

surveillance was sufficient to suppress the postconventional reasoning of these highly 

educated scholars, most of whom were tenured at their institutions, it is reasonable to 

speculate that fears of surveillance prompted personal-interest and maintaining-norms 

reasoning for many citizens in that authoritarian environment. This implication suggests 

that future research is required to understand what effect imagined surveillance from 

social media may have on the moral reasoning of other populations. 

Practical Implications 

This study found that academics’ construction of social media self-presentations 

was profoundly influenced by imagined surveillance and prompted self-protective 

strategies including withdrawal from social media and trepidation while teaching in the 

classroom. These findings have practical implications for academics on social media and 

their institutional leaders. 
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 Academics who participated in this study discussed feeling pressure from their 

peers and institutions to make themselves more visible on social media. As Van Dijck 

(2013) noted, employers that compel workers to have profiles on social media seek to 

enhance public image but are simultaneously providing an instrument for surveillance. 

Prior studies have also observed that academics are subject to surveillance and 

harassment on social media from outside and internal audiences (Cassidy et al., 2015; 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). These studies suggested that women scholars were 

more likely to face online harassment; however, survey results in the present study 

showed that more men than women had encountered hostility, while interviews and 

questionnaires indicated that such experiences were widespread regardless of 

demographics. The high levels of online hostility described by this large group of 

academics (n=106) suggests that further study and intervention is required to better 

understand and protect scholars from the risks of surveillance and targeting on social 

media, particularly if institutions continue to encourage their faculties to use these tools. 

Social media, while likely not part of most professors’ job descriptions, are 

nonetheless increasingly common and meaningful ways for academics to engage with 

institutional and public audiences. It was clear, however, that these academics had not 

received substantive guidance or training on best practices for utilizing social media or 

avoiding potential risks. Prior research has also found that few academic institutions 

formally acknowledge social media as part of the job (Jordan, 2020) and that there has 

been relatively little investigation of social media risks in an academic context as 

compared to other sectors (Ahmad Kharman Shah et al., 2016). As described in this 

study, social media introduce potentially serious risks, and additional research is needed 
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to examine the types, cases, and impacts of social media incidents that threaten professors 

and academic institutions; however, the results of this research can inform efforts to 

develop practical interventions such as training for faculty who are otherwise left to 

figure out the norms and expectations of social media on their own. This study may be 

used as a guide to understand the types of concerns scholars have and the challenges they 

face, including the more subtle influences of social media surveillance on not only 

academics’ social media self-presentations but speech and behaviors in other contexts. 

The extent to which these academics expressed fears of surveillance, including the 

politically or morally motivated targeting they called cancel culture, was alarming. While 

so-called cancel culture may be a social phenomenon that extends well beyond the 

academy, that tenured professors would doubt their job security and safety over a 

controversial tweet pointed to a problem with clear implications for academic institutions. 

Professors continue to express concerns over the erosion of tenure protection, and these 

issues are driving some away from traditional faculty careers (Curnalia & Mermer, 2018). 

As was discussed by Stevens et al. (2020), politically and ideologically motivated 

suppression of scholars’ work and academic freedom does occur, and the role of social 

media monitoring in targeting academics for suppression remains a grey area. The 

findings of this study indicate that social media were anticipated to play an important 

role, at least by those academics who shied away from sharing their work and opinions. A 

key reason why these scholars feared suppression, investigation, termination, and other 

punishments was clear: they did not trust that their institutions would honor their 

promises of tenure protection. More specifically, they perceived an unequal standard that 

protected academics who expressed opinions favored on the political left—and this 



393 

 

opinion was expressed even by left-leaning faculty who feared making a misstatement 

that invited outrage from colleagues on the left. The extent to which tenure is treated with 

political bias, if at all, is a subject for future study; but the mere perception of political 

bias in such matters is antithetical to the values and traditions of the academy and one 

that institutional leaders can work to correct. Efforts such as endorsing the Chicago 

Principles or other reaffirmations of academic freedom were cited by these participants as 

signs of progress and reassurance that those institutions would uphold tenure and/or treat 

members of their campus communities fairly should they be targeted. 

The practical implications of this study extend beyond matters of faculty social 

media use and demonstrate that imagined surveillance impacts offline activities such as 

teaching. The presence of cameras in the classroom and in online courses, now more 

common post-pandemic, was a concern for professors in this study. Students’ 

smartphones were of greatest concern as these devices allow for covert recording of 

classroom speech. These professors described how recording caused hesitation and 

substantiative changes to their teaching as they worried that their statements could be 

taken out of context either for political reasons, as in cancel culture targeting, or for 

students to exact personal revenge on instructors they disliked. Student recordings were 

discussed as a factor in vertical surveillance, or as watching from below (sousveillance) 

that could be used to inform more powerful institutional actors above; and this promotes 

self-surveillance, hesitation, and emotional stress for teachers (cf. Page, 2017). Faculty 

perceived that administration was receptive to utilizing students’ recordings in 

evaluations of faculty, and this finding has clear implications for institutional 

policymakers. Recording of lectures is a valid and useful learning aide with the consent 
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of the instructor; however, covert recording should be addressed in policy. Institutions 

should consider that while one-party consent may be the legal standard for recording in 

some states, this is not ideal in a learning environment where the quality of instruction is 

hindered by surveillance concerns. Specific recommendations for addressing this issue 

and other practical implications described above are presented in the next section. 

Future Implications 

This study has implications for future research on the phenomenon of social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance and further study of social 

media use in the academic context and with other populations. First, regarding the target 

population, this study found that imagined surveillance influenced construction and 

practices of self-presentation vis-à-vis social media for a large sample of academics 

(n=106); however, a convenience sample was recruited, and participants were not 

selected based on demographics or other criteria beyond their professional roles in 

academia. Future research could use purposeful sampling to further investigate potential 

differences in experiences with the phenomenon for subgroups of academics. 

Political worldview was noted as a significant factor in these participants 

perceptions of surveillance, though political affiliation was not a question on the survey 

or in interviews. Further, while the sample contained academics who self-identified as 

liberal, conservative, and centrist in their responses, it was evident that most if not all 

participants were describing surveillance concerns related to activism and bias toward 

relatively far-left perspectives at their institutions. This result suggests that experiences 

with imagined surveillance from social media, cancel culture, and other politically or 

morally motivated targeting may differ significantly for scholars who identify with far-
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left political views. Indeed, only two questionnaire respondents expressed favorable 

views toward so-called cancel culture as a positive way of holding others accountable for 

their actions. Future research should investigate the extent to which this view is common 

on the left, and qualitative studies examining the experiences and practices of left-wing 

professors who participate in the signaling and canceling practices described in this study 

may be useful to better understand these practices and their motivators. Further, left-wing 

academics may interpret threats of imagined surveillance from other sources, and it 

would be useful to compare their perceptions with the findings of this study. 

This study produced an unanticipated finding that men reported experiencing 

more hostility on social media than did women. This result contradicted the conclusions 

in prior studies that women scholars faced more harassment online (Cassidy et al., 2015; 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Future research should directly explore differences in 

the surveillance and targeting experiences of men and women, both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. Also, no studies were found to focus on the targeting of male scholars, or 

white men specifically, who were described by participants as most vulnerable to cancel 

culture motivated by left-wing political activism. Future studies to examine the 

experiences of white men in this context may therefore be warranted. African American, 

Latino, Asian, and other ethnic identities that are underrepresented in the professorate 

were likewise underrepresented in this sample; however, while this qualitative study did 

not seek to identify correlations based on race or other variables, survey results suggested 

that participants who identified ethnic minorities expressed stronger agreement with some 

statements regarding surveillance risks. Future studies should examine and compare the 

differences in surveillance experiences among these groups of academics. 
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Implications of this study also relate to future research with other populations. As 

noted by Page (2017), surveillance of educators is relatable to other public-facing 

professions where vertical and social monitoring are part of the work environment and 

may foster self-surveillance that can impact outcomes. Additionally, as Marwick (2021) 

stated, morally motivated targeting and harassment of individuals is found in a variety of 

online contexts, not only for public-facing workers but among social groups that are not 

professional or political. Recording of workers is also a factor in other contexts and may 

produce concerns specific to social media exposure like those described in this study; for 

example, cameras were found to influence practices of police officers (Sandhu, 2016) and 

restaurant workers (Pierce et al., 2015). The extent to which imagined surveillance vis-à-

vis social media shapes the practices of other groups is an area ripe for further research. 

Evidence for an extended chilling effect has been reported in prior research (Marder et 

al., 2016; Lavertu et al., 2020) and was found in the present study with academics. Future 

studies should investigate the extended chilling effect of social media in other settings, as 

well as the role of social media sousveillance—watching from below—whether by 

students, customers, or members of the public, in shaping the behaviors of other groups.  

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Study 

This study has strengths and weaknesses that impacted its outcomes and the 

findings discussed in this chapter. A significant strength of the study was the large 

sample (n=106) which exceeded expectations for participation and allowed the researcher 

to more than enough data to reach saturation, identify, and confirm themes. Samples over 

100 are unusual for qualitative studies which are typically conducted with small groups 

of less than 15 (Guest, et al., 2006; Morse, 2015; Ritchie et al., 2003). A small sample 
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may have been adequate in this case as well; however, by utilizing online questionnaires 

as well as interviews, the researcher was able to reflect a wider range of perspectives and 

experiences enhance, and thus enhance the trustworthiness of the findings. The use of 

open-ended questionnaires (n=102) and semi-structured interviews (n=20) in this 

qualitative descriptive design also enhanced the study with rich data that allowed the 

researcher to develop and articulate complex themes related to the phenomenon (Braun & 

Clarke, 2020). Results were presented in a comprehensive report that included detailed 

descriptions of contexts and events in participants’ own words, and this approach 

strengthened the transferability of findings to other groups and settings. Lastly, the 

researcher’s own experience as a university professor of communications specializing in 

social media allowed him to relate to and better interpret the experiences shared by the 

academics who participated in this study. 

The weaknesses of this study were anticipated and identified as limitations and 

delimitations in Chapters 1, 3 and 4. The qualitative method and descriptive design were 

chosen as best suited to address the research questions about a phenomenon that was not 

well understood; however, the results of qualitative research are not generalizable and 

should be understood to reflect the phenomenon only through the experiences of the 

individuals who participated in this study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015). 

Likewise, the use of convenience sampling is a weakness that limits the transferability of 

findings (Shenton, 2004). Data collection relied on self-reported data from participants 

that cannot be independently verified by the researcher. This approach leaves open the 

possibility that participants’ answers in questionnaires and interviews may be subject to 

social desirability bias; that is, participants may have responded according to what they 
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thought the researcher wanted to hear, or perhaps what would present their own actions in 

the best light (Collins et al., 2005). Finally, data analysis was performed according to the 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis procedure outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2020) 

which relies upon the researcher’s subjective interpretations of data and makes no claim 

to the elimination or bracketing of bias in the process. The researcher mitigated these 

weaknesses by triangulating data from two sources, performing member checking of 

transcript accuracy, and engaging in peer consultation during the design and analysis 

stages of this project (Kornbluh, 2015; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). These 

steps, along with thick descriptions of each theme supported by quotations from 

participants, inclusion of rival interpretations, and a detailed audit of analysis and 

reflexive procedures enhanced confidence in the results. 

In reflecting on the process and outcomes of this dissertation, the researcher has 

identified areas that would benefit future work on a similar project. First, the researcher 

found the use of semi-structured interviews highly effective for the purposes of a 

qualitative study. The chosen approach to using questionnaires that treated closed-ended 

questions as prompts for open-ended explanations also produced a wealth of data and 

complimented the interviews and analysis. The researcher would add additional 

demographic and personal identifiers in the future to allow for better sorting and 

examination of the data by age-range groups and political affiliation, for example. While 

these categories were not a focus of the study, they would have added additional value to 

the analysis if available. The researcher also found the Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2020) to be an effective and fruitful method of conducting an 

inductive data analysis; however, this approach added significant complexity and time to 
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complete with such a large sample. The researcher would consider using a smaller sample 

for future RTA projects or perhaps exploring an alternative approach to qualitative 

analysis, including additional coders, if possible, when working with a large dataset. 

Lastly, while the descriptive approach was most appropriate and practical to the purpose 

of this study, the researcher recognized that participants provided a wealth of stories and 

reflections that were not able to be shared due to the constraints of this design. The 

researcher would consider a narrative or phenomenological design for a future to allow 

for a more interpretive examination. 

Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to explore how academics described their social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. As discussed in the 

previous section, study findings highlighted several opportunities to explore this 

phenomenon, advance scientific knowledge, or apply these findings to benefit the target 

population. Specific recommendations for future research and practice are listed below.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study utilized a convenience sample of academics in which white scholars 

were overrepresented. As discussed previously, doctoral degree holders in the United 

States are predominantly white (Humanities Indicators, 2019); however, prior research 

suggests that race and class may be a factor in how social media self-presentation and 

surveillance are experienced and negotiated, particularly as they relate to norms of 

employability and respectability (e.g., Marwick & Boyd, 2017; Pitcan et al., 2018). 

Future studies should further investigate the experiences of scholars with non-white 
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ethnicities that were underrepresented in this study to better understand the roles of race 

and class in imagined surveillance within an academic context. 

As noted by Marwick (2021), much of the literature on online harassment has 

been produced by feminist scholars and suggests that online harassment is more common 

for women, LGBTQ persons, and women in the public eye; and studies with women 

scholars have also suggested a higher level of targeting and harassment for these groups 

(Cassidy et al., 2015; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018; Vera-Grey, 2017; Vitak et al., 

2017). The present study did not find that the women scholars who participated had faced 

higher levels of harassment than their male colleagues; in fact, the opposite was 

indicated. This finding may be an outlier, or it may represent an alternative result found 

by conducting a larger qualitative study. Future research should further investigate the 

differences between the experiences of men and women scholars to determine the how 

each group is impacted by social media surveillance. The finding that male participants 

reported experiencing more hostility on social media leads to an additional 

recommendation that future research investigate the experiences of male scholars, and 

particularly white men, who were described by participants to be most at risk of social 

media harassment on college campuses. No such study was found in the literature, though 

this information would be beneficial to understanding the phenomenon in this context. 

This study had participation from scholars with political views ranging from 

liberal to conservative; however, it did not include interviews with participants who 

identified with perspectives on the far left of the political spectrum. Left-wing, 

progressive politics were, however, described nearly unanimously as the basis on which 

cancel culture and morally motivated targeting occurred on these academics’ campuses. 
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The degree of self-censorship and concern for surveillance expressed by these 

participants may reflect their status as political minorities in an academic context that 

favors the left—indeed, that is how they described their experiences. As Kruse et al., 

(2018) found, adult social media users tended to avoid expressing personal views and 

political opinions unless they could be virtually certain that their audiences would agree. 

Future research should therefore investigate the phenomenon of imagined surveillance as 

experienced by academics on the political left. The perspectives of this group would 

benefit this research stream and further understanding of so-called cancel culture and 

related practices in higher education.  

This study did not include undergraduate students, and only a few graduate 

students, mostly at the doctoral level, were represented in the sample; however, students 

were identified by participants as a significant source of surveillance and targeting on 

college campuses. Student surveillance and recording has been conceptualized as part of 

the vertical surveillance encountered by teachers in the workplace (Page, 2017). The 

motivations and experiences of this group—and particularly those of students who 

actively participate in monitoring of their instructors for political or other purposes—is 

not well understood. Future research should investigate the role of students in the 

surveillance of professors and teachers at all levels of education. A similar approach is 

also recommended for investigating imagined surveillance in other public-facing work 

environments, such as hospitals, policing, and retail, where imagined surveillance from 

clients, citizens, or customers may similarly influence employee behavior and outcomes. 
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Recommendations for Future Practice 

The results of this study led the researcher to identify several recommendations 

for practice in higher education and related contexts. Scholars, administrators, 

policymakers, and other stakeholders may benefit from reading these results and the 

following practical interventions regarding social media use and associated surveillance 

effects on campuses and in the academy more broadly. 

Academic institutions must recognize that faculty and researchers feel pressure 

from their peers and institutions to make themselves visible on social media. This 

pressure was discussed in this and prior studies (cf. Gruzd et al., 2012; Kieslinger, 2015) 

as encouragement to promote themselves and thus their institutions, and to remain up to 

date with current communications technologies. Although social media use may not be a 

formal aspect of the job description (Jordan, 2020), faculty require guidance and training 

on expectations and best practices for presenting themselves to public audiences. Social 

media training should present the risks as well as potential benefits of using these tools. 

Professional development may include access to a social media strategist, rather than an 

IT expert, to model strategies for effective engagement and audience-building that will 

benefit the professor and minimize risks to the institution. 

Academic institutions should develop specific policies to address the risks of 

social media as well as expectations and protections for faculty. Institutions must make 

clear their stances on academic freedom when it comes to faculty speech on social media. 

Administrators and staff, as well as faculty, should be trained on risks and responses to 

social media incidents, such as those associated with cancel culture, to ensure that 

individuals in decision-making positions understand the context and norms of these 
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events. Institutions should reference social media speech in their policies regarding 

faculty conduct, as well as tenure protections which are unclear in incidents when social 

media overlap professional and personal contexts. A commitment or reaffirmation of 

academic freedom, such as endorsement of the Chicago Principles or similar value 

statement, can better inform faculty of their right to speak without fear of institutional 

punishment. Public audiences may also benefit from a visible sign that the institution is 

committed to academic freedom for faculty and this, too, may mitigate or diffuse social 

media pressure campaigns. 

Morally motivated networked harassment (Marwick, 2021), or cancel culture, is a 

trend that is not unique to academia; however, academics and their institutions are often 

targets of those who would use social media to amplify outrage against those with views 

they oppose. Unfortunately, as was discussed by the academics in this study, academics 

are often participants in online harassment (see also Cassidy et al., 2015). Scholars, like 

other public figures, use these platforms to express personal opinions and enflame 

rhetoric around political and current events; however, individual social media users with 

larger audiences and perceived credibility bear a particular responsibility to avoid 

contributing to targeting and harassment of other people on social media (Marwick, 

2021). Scholars would do well to consider if personal and emotional statements posted on 

these platforms are contributing to so-called cancel culture. Institutions may also consider 

whether such behaviors reflect expectations for employee conduct as specified in policy. 

Similarly, policymakers should consider the conduct of students, and particularly 

surreptitious recording of instructors, and how to address these incidents which this study 

found to have a chilling effect on professors’ speech and teaching practices. Social media 
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outrage produced by student recordings can result in threats to faculty safety as well as 

inflict significant professional damage, even when taken out of context. It may be 

reasonable for institutions to treat such incidents as misconduct on the part of the student 

surveillant, and to disqualify recordings made without professors’ consent from being 

used in evaluations of teaching, tenure, or employment. 

Finally, harassment on social media can be a stressful and potentially traumatic 

experience for academics who find themselves suddenly the targets of public outrage 

(Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). The volume of messages, complaints, 

petitions, protests, and threats that stem from incidents of cancel culture are difficult for 

an individual to navigate alone. Institutions should provide a support system for 

professors in such cases, which may include legal and safety support, as well as technical 

and public relations expertise to address an ongoing crisis. It is recommended that, 

barring allegations of illegality which should be referred to proper authorities, institutions 

and colleagues should take a protective posture around scholars who are targeted, 

regardless of whether that professor’s views are shared by the majority. Statements 

distancing from or disavowing faculty based on their personal opinions contribute further 

to the ostracization and stress faculty experience in these situations and are unlikely to 

quell public outrage. It is recommended that institutions err on the side of academic 

freedom, particularly in the current climate of public discourse, and respond to such 

incidents as opportunities to defend and reaffirm the values of liberal education, 

including open inquiry, inclusion, and tolerance that are shared by all members of the 

academy, regardless of personal politics or worldview. 
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Holistic Reflection on the Problem Space 

This study was designed to contribute to a problem space regarding the use of 

social media by academics outside of teaching and learning. Prior studies had identified 

that scholars may struggle unanticipated online audiences and recommended that further 

research explore this aspect of academics’ social media use and self-presentation (Jordan, 

2020; Veletsianos et al., 2019; Veletsianos & Shaw, 2018). Research further suggested 

that monitoring, targeting, and harassment, often based on political ideology, was a risk 

factor that prompted some scholars to withdraw from these spaces (Ferber, 2017; 

Honeycutt & Freberg, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 2018). Prior studies academics’ 

experiences with social media had often been conducted with small samples, and no 

study had directly explored the influence of imagined surveillance (Duffy & Chan, 2019; 

Lyon, 2017) on academics’ social media practices. This was also a timely investigation as 

media reports discussed a trend dubbed cancel culture, or the use of social media 

surveillance to facilitate morally motivated harassment (Marwick, 2021), that frequently 

targeted scholars. Seeking to contribute to this problem space, the purpose of this 

qualitative descriptive study was to explore how academics in the United States described 

their social media self-presentations in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Holistically reflecting on the outcomes of this study, the most prominent aspect 

influencing social media self-presentation of academics was indeed cancel culture, a term 

these participants used and defined to mean intolerance of opposing perspectives and the 

use of social media to target and punish dissenters from the favored perspectives on their 

campuses. These discussions therefore reflected the climate of increasingly polarized 

public discourse in the backdrop of study. As discussed in Chapter 1, academics and their 
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institutions had been targets of cancel culture at the time of this writing, and these events 

resulted in serious personal and professional consequences for some. Though the 

researcher anticipated that this trend would be discussed, the extent to which it dominated 

these academics’ experiences and perceptions of social media was deserving of further 

reflection as it related to the process and outcomes of this dissertation. 

Cancel culture, as stated in the previous chapter, is not exclusive to a particular 

political worldview or ideology. Participants were clear that the tactics of social media 

surveillance and targeting associated with cancel culture are unfortunately present on the 

political left and right—and even a cursory examination of news reporting of such events 

confirms this perception. It was evident, however, that the risks described by these 

academics were not related to surveillance from activist audiences outside their 

institutions; rather, they were attributed to internal forces that favored the political left. 

The unanimity of this description was a surprising outcome, particularly because the 

researcher had recruited participants from across the political spectrum. Had the sample 

been limited to conservative academics, one might have expected the group to frame the 

problem as an issue of left-wing bias, and vice versa. That self-identified liberals also 

attributed cancel culture in academia to the left added credibility to that assessment. 

The purpose of highlighting this takeaway is not to lay blame or make claims 

about left-wing political bias in higher education, nor would that be possible based on 

this study. Reflecting on these findings, the researcher was struck not by the politics but 

the mechanics of surveillance that enabled what these participants described as a 

subgroup of colleagues and students to enforce norms on their campus communities. It is 

impossible to reflect on this observation, or to conclude a study of surveillance, without 
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discussing the work of Foucault (1977/1995) whose Surveiller et Punir (translated 

imprecisely as Discipline and Punish) forms the foundation of surveillance scholarship. 

Surveillance in the Foucauldian sense is understood as a technology of power, which is 

often deployed through social institutions such as hospitals, corporations, and schools 

that evaluate everyday people according to established norms. As Foucault (1977/1995) 

put it, “We are in the society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, 

and the social worker-judge; it is on them that the universal reign of the normative is 

based” (p. 303). With its “normalizing gaze,” surveillance “makes it possible to qualify, 

to classify and to punish" individuals into conformity (p. 184). 

In reading Foucault’s analysis, one cannot overlook the normalizing effect of 

social media surveillance described by the participants in this study. These academics 

discussed how social media facilitated social sorting as colleagues used these platforms to 

signal their compliance with empowered groups and favored perspectives on their 

campuses. They also discussed how their perceptions of surveillance, whether by 

colleagues or students, influenced their own self-presentations on social media as well as 

in the classroom. In other words, the perception that one may be monitored and evaluated 

promoted and enforced norms that shaped these academics speech and teaching to 

comply with the expectations of the empowered watchers. Surveillance was therefore 

“part of everyday reflections on how things are and the repertoire of everyday practices” 

(p. 825). While this surveillance was viewed as problematic by the participants in this 

study, they also perceived that for some of their colleagues this had a desired effect of 

shaping campus culture, and indeed scholarship in their disciplines, according to their 

favored perspectives and sociopolitical ideologies. As noted by Duffy and Chan (2019) in 
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their study of imagined surveillance with undergraduate students, it is important to take 

seriously that surveillance is not evenly deployed. The application of surveillance is also 

not static and may be reapplied to other groups, particularly as institutions and 

communities become accustomed to it. In that case, the application of power and norms 

enforced by surveillance may eventually favor different groups and perspectives.  

While the results of this study are important for informing research and practice 

regarding imagined surveillance and its impact on academics’ social media self-

presentations, the researcher has chosen to conclude this dissertation by emphasizing the 

power dynamics of surveillance as a key takeaway and contribution to the problem space. 

The academics who participated in this research identified a specific set of norms and 

values that were currently empowered by social media surveillance, but it was not their 

status among the ideological outgroup that was ultimately their highest concern—it was 

their shared fear that the academy, which is based on open inquiry and academic 

freedom, was threatened by a changing institutional culture that had not sufficiently 

moved to reject an expansion of surveillance on academic speech made possible by social 

media. It was this cautionary message and call to defend the values of liberal education 

that these scholars were most eager to be heard.  
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Appendix A. 

Site Authorizations 

Site authorizations on file at Grand Canyon University.  
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Appendix C. 

Informed Consent 

Informed Consent for Interview Participants (confidential activity): 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The title of this research study is “Social Media Self-presentation of Academics.” 

 

I am Anthony Rotolo, a doctoral student under the supervision of Dr. Patrick Ramirez in the 

College of Doctoral Studies at Grand Canyon University. The goal of my study is to learn how 
academics think about sharing their ideas and opinions on social media, and any risks from 

social media. 

 
KEY INFORMATION 

This document defines the terms and conditions for consenting to participate in this research 

study. 

• How do I know if I can be in this study?  

o You can participate in this study if you are: 

▪ All faculty, researchers, administrators, or graduate students. 

▪ Age 18 or older. 

▪ At a college, university, or research center in the United States in the 

last 5 years. 

o You cannot participate in this study if you are: 

▪ Not faculty, a researcher, administrator, or graduate student. 

▪ Not 18 or older. 

▪ Not at a college, university, or research center in the United States in 

the last 5 years. 

• What am I being asked to do? If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:  
o What: 1-on-1 interview meeting with me (Anthony Rotolo) lasting about 1 

hour; and one email after the meeting so you can check your answers. You will 

also be asked to fill out a short survey about your age, gender, ethnicity, 

education, and academic role. 

o When: At a time you choose. 
o Where: Online, from your computer, tablet, or phone. 

o How: The interview will be done online using a program called Zoom, or by 

phone.  
▪ An email will be sent to tell you about the study and how to join. 

▪ You will have to read and sign a form if you agree to join the study. 

The signed form can be scanned and returned by email or sent by 

postal mail.  

▪ You will also be asked to identify your age, gender, ethnicity, 

education, and email/phone contact for interview scheduling 

(optional). 

Audiotaping: 
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I would like to record your answers to make sure my work is accurate. You can not 

join the study if you do not want your voice to be recorded. Only I will hear the 

recording. I will use it to make a text of your answers. Your identity will be removed 

from the text. 

         

Videotaping: 
 

If we do a video call (on Zoom), your video recording will not be saved or 

used in this study. Only your voice recording will be saved. You may choose 

not to show your video during our meeting. 

 

• Who will have access to my information?  

The people who can read your interview text are me (Anthony Rotolo), my committee 

(Dr. Patrick Ramirez, Dr. Elizabeth Johnston, and Dr. David Randall), reviewers and 

members of the Internal Review Board at Grand Canyon University. 

o Joining this study is your choice. You are free to say no to the study. You can 

also stop your interview at any time and for any reason. If you choose to stop, 

your data will not be used. 

• Any possible risks or discomforts?  

No. Participation in this study is similar to everyday activities. 

• Any direct benefits for me?  

No.   

• Any paid compensation for my time?  

No. 

• How will my information and/or identity be protected?  

Your answers will be private and given a number and made-up name. Only I 

(Anthony) will know your real name. Your signed consent form and any personal data 

will be kept in a locked safe at my home and erased after three years.  
 

PRESENTATION OF INFORMATION COLLECTED 

The results of this study will be published as a dissertation. I may also use some results in 

future writing or talks. Some people’s answers may be quoted in my work, but no person will 

ever be identified. Any answers that hint to your identity will be changed to protect privacy. 
 

PRIVACY AND DATA SECURITY 

• Will researchers ever be able to link my data/responses back to me?  

Only I (Anthony Rotolo) will know your real name and answers. Only I will hear your 

voice. Your answers will be given a number and your name will be removed. Only I 

will know which number you were given.  

• Will my data include information that can identify me (names, addresses, etc.)?  

You will not be asked about your name, address, or other personal data during your 

interview. If your answers hint to your real identity these details will be changed to 

hide who you are. 

• Will researchers assign my data/responses a research ID code to use instead of my 

name?  

Your answers will be given a number. Only I will know the number you are given. If 

your answers are put in my report, they will be given a made-up name that is not like 

your name. 
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• How will my data be protected (electronic and hardcopy)? Where? How long? Who 

will have access? Approximate destroy or de-identification date?  

o Your real name, personal data, and signed consent form will be locked in a 

safe at my (Anthony Rotolo’s) home. All data will be erased after 3 years. 

▪ If you choose to use a computer program, “app,” or website to sign, 

scan, or send your consent form, please read about its privacy and 

security first. 

o Online meetings will use Zoom software. I will make sure that I am in a 

private location while meeting with you so that no one else can hear what is 

said. Your name will not be on the voice file. The voice files will be stored on 

a flash drive and locked in a safe inside my home. All files will be erased after 

3 years. 

▪ Zoom, like all Internet calls, might be heard by others without us 

knowing. You can read more about Zoom security here: 

https://zoom.us/trust/security  

o We will talk by email before and after our meeting. We might also talk by text 

messaging or phone. These programs could be seen or heard by other people 

without us knowing, such as an IT person at your work or at the Internet 

company. I will make sure that my email, messages, and passwords are not 

seen by other people; please do the same with your programs and passwords. 

• Where and how will the signed consent forms be secured?  
Your signed consent form will be stored in a locked safe in my (Anthony Rotolo’s) 

home. The forms will be erased after 3 years. Emails with digital forms attached will 

be erased as soon as they are moved to the safe. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Your name and personal data will be used in this study. After your name and personal data are 

erased, the data from this study could be used or given to other researchers for future studies 

without added informed consent from you. 

 

STUDY CONTACTS 

Any questions you have about my study or your participation, before or after your consent, will 

be answered by Anthony Rotolo, Doctoral Research Student at Grand Canyon University. I can 

be contacted at arotolo@my.gcu.edu or by calling ---------------------. 

 

If you have questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you feel 

you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Institutional 

Review Board, through the College of Doctoral Studies at IRB@gcu.edu; (602) 639-7804. 

VOLUNTARY CONSENT 
 

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

• You have been given an opportunity to read and discuss the informed consent and ask 

questions about this study; 

• You have been given enough time to consider whether or not you want to participate; 

• You have read and understand the terms and conditions and agree to take part in this 

research study; 

• You understand your participation is voluntary and that you may stop participation at 

any time without penalty. 

 

 

https://zoom.us/trust/security
mailto:arotolo@my.gcu.edu
mailto:IRB@gcu.edu
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Your signature means that you understand your rights listed above and agree to 

participate in this study 

 

 

____________________________________________________  

 ___________________ 

Signature of Participant or Legally Authorized Representative  Date 

 

 

INVESTIGATOR’S  STATEMENT 

 

"I certify that I have explained to the above individual the nature and purpose, the potential 

benefits and possible risks associated with participation in this research study, have answered 

any questions that have been raised, and have witnessed the above signature. These elements of 

Informed Consent conform to the Assurance given by Grand Canyon University to the Office 

for Human Research Protections to protect the rights of human subjects. I have provided 

(offered) you a copy of this signed consent document." 

 

(Your signature indicates that you have ensured the participant has read, understood, and has 

had the opportunity to ask questions regarding their participation.) 

 

Signature of Investigator__________________________________Date_____________ 

 

 

Informed Consent form for online Questionnaire (anonymous): 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The title of this research study is “Social Media Self-presentation of Academics.” 

 

I am Anthony Rotolo, a doctoral student under the supervision of Dr. Patrick Ramirez in the 

College of Doctoral Studies at Grand Canyon University. The goal of my study is to learn how 

academics think about sharing their ideas and opinions on social media and any risks from 

social media. 

RESEARCH 
KEY INFORMATION 

This document defines the terms and conditions for consenting to participate in this research 

study. 

• How do I know if I can be in this study?  

o You can participate in this study if you are: 

▪ All faculty, researchers, administrators, or graduate students. 

▪ Age 18 or older. 

▪ At a college, university, research center in the United States in the last 

5 years. 

o You cannot participate in this study if you are: 

▪ Not faculty, researcher, administrator, or graduate student. 

▪ Not 18 or older. 
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▪ Not at a college, university, or research center in the United States in 

the last 5 years. 

• What am I being asked to do? If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:  

o What:  Online survey lasting 10-15 minutes. The survey will also ask you 

about your age, gender, ethnicity, education, and academic role. 

o When: At a time you choose. 
o Where: Online from your computer, tablet, or phone. 

o How: The survey is done online using a program called Survey Monkey. An 

email or flier will be sent to tell you about the study with a link to the survey. 

From there, you can join by clicking the “I agree” button. 

• Who will have access to my information?  

The people who can see the survey data are me (Anthony Rotolo), my committee at 

(Dr. Patrick Ramirez, Dr. Elizabeth Johnston, and Dr. David Randall), reviewers and 

members of the Internal Review Board at Grand Canyon University. 
o Joining this study is your choice. You are free to say no to the study. You can 

stop the survey at any time and for any reason by leaving the survey page. 

• Any possible risks or discomforts?  

No. Participation in this study is similar to everyday activities. 

• Any direct benefits for me?  

No.   

• Any paid compensation for my time?  

No. 

• How will my information and/or identity be protected?  

The survey uses an online program called Survey Monkey so that it is private. You do 

not have to enter any personal data such as name, address, or email. There is no way to 

know who joins the online survey. 
 

PRESENTATION OF INFORMATION COLLECTED 

The results of this study will be published as a dissertation. I may also use some results in 

future writing or talks. Some answers may be quoted in my work, but no person will ever be 

identified. Any answers that hint to your identity will be changed to protect privacy. 
 

PRIVACY AND DATA SECURITY 

• Will researchers ever be able to link my data/responses back to me?  

No, the online survey does not collect names or personal data. You may choose to 

enter an email or phone number for a follow-up interview (not required). 

• Will my data include information that can identify me (names, addresses, etc.)?  

No, the online survey does not collect names or personal data. You may choose to 

enter an email or phone number for a follow-up interview (not required). 

• Will researchers assign my data/responses a research ID code to use instead of my 

name?  
No, the online survey does not collect names or personal data.  

• How will my data be protected (electronic and hardcopy)? Where? How long? Who 

will have access? Approximate destroy or de-identification date?  

Online surveys will use an online program called Survey Monkey. Like many online 

programs, Survey Monkey stores data on computers in different countries, including 

the United States. I (Anthony Rotolo) will protect the password and data in my Survey 

Monkey account. No one else will be given the password or allowed to see the data 
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inside. When the study is finished, the data will be moved to a flash drive and locked 

in a safe at my home. After 3 years, I will erase all the data. 

o You can read more about Survey Monkey privacy here: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/legal/privacy/  

• Where and how will the signed consent forms be secured?  

By clicking the “I agree” button you will give your consent to join this study. No 

names or signatures will be collected with this online survey. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

No personal data will be collected in this online survey. The data could be used or given to 

other researchers for future research studies without added informed consent from you. 

 

STUDY CONTACTS 

Any questions you have about the research study or your participation, before or after your 

consent, will be answered by Anthony Rotolo, Doctoral Research Student at Grand Canyon 

University. I can be contacted at arotolo@my.gcu.edu. 

 

If you have questions about your rights as a subject/participant in this research, or if you feel 

you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Institutional 

Review Board, through the College of Doctoral Studies at IRB@gcu.edu; (602) 639-7804. 

VOLUNTARY CONSENT 
 

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

• You have been given an opportunity to read and discuss the informed consent and ask 

questions about this study; 

• You have been given enough time to consider whether or not you want to participate; 

• You have read and understand the terms and conditions and agree to take part in this 

research study; 

• You understand your participation is voluntary and that you may stop participation at 

any time without penalty. 

 

 

 
 

  

I agree I do not agree 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/legal/privacy/
mailto:arotolo@my.gcu.edu
mailto:IRB@gcu.edu
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Appendix D. 

Instruments and Permission to Adapt 

Semi-structured Interview protocol (see below for permission to adapt): 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Researcher: Anthony J. Rotolo 

 

What: Interviews are 1-on-1, semi-structured, and audio recorded. 

When: At a time scheduled between the participant and researcher. 

Where: Online using Zoom (audio/video conference), or by phone. 

How:  

- Researcher will schedule the interview with participant by email or phone.  

- Researcher will then email a link to the informed consent form that must be 

signed and returned by email or by postal mail prior to the interview. 

- After informed consent is returned, Researcher will also email participant a 

brief (1-min) demographic survey to complete and return by email (questions 

are optional). 

Interview Questions, Prompts, and Directions 

Screen Welcome, and thank you for participating in my study. Before we begin, I just 

want to check over a few things to make sure we are ready to start. 

 

- Confirm that informed consent has been signed and returned 

- Confirm that the participant meets study requirements: 

o Confirm age 18 or older 

o Confirm academic role/position 

o Confirm affiliation with U.S. academic institution 

- Ask if participant has any questions about the study or consent 

document 

- Researcher witnesses and signs informed consent document 

- Confirm that the participant is willing to be audio recorded 

 

I want to make sure that it’s ok to record your voice during this interview—

it’s only so that I can transcribe our discussion later—no one but me will ever 

be given your voice recording. Your video will not be recorded and, actually, 

you don’t have to share your video with me during this meeting if you don’t 

want to. Yes? Ok… 

OK, good. We are ready to start. As we do, I just want to say that you can feel 

free to be as blunt and honest with me as you like—I realize that social media 

is a topic that brings up a lot of different opinions, and that’s ok. So, you can 
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say whatever you really think about my questions! Even if you think I’m 

asking the wrong question, or I’m missing something, you can tell me that, 

too. 

--- 1. First, I’d like to hear a little about your academic work and interests. 

Can you tell me a little about your background? 

RQ1 2. I’ve read that it’s important for academics to be visible on social 

media these days—like, to have a public [Twitter] account or an 

appealing “personal brand” online. What do you think about that?  

- Possible probes: 

a. What do you like about social media? Dislike? 

b. Where do you get advice/ideas on how to present yourself on 

social media? (training? observation? media?)  

c. What kinds of things are encouraged for academics to share—

i.e., expertise? opinions? social causes? personal lives?  

RQ2 3. How would you describe your own social media? Walk me through a 

typical day for you on your social media account(s).  

- Possible probes: 

a. Which social media apps do you use?  

b. Who do you try to communicate with/to on the different apps?  

c. What types of content do you share? 

d. How would the people who follow you describe who you are 

and how you present yourself? 

e. Have you changed how you use social media—i.e., in the last 

few years? Why? 

f. Are there any groups (or people) you try to avoid on social 

media? If so, why?  

RQ1 

RQ2 

I’d like to ask you about something I’ve noticed recently… 

4. It seems like some academics are choosing to publicly mix their 

personal and professional lives on social media. What do you think 

about that? 

- Possible probes: 

a. Have you ever heard the term, “Academic Twitter”? If so, what 

can you tell me about it? (Is there an “academic Instagram” 

etc.?) 

b. Do you think building a large social media following gives an 

academic a kind of influence at their school? 

c. Some academics have said they felt obligated to share certain 

topics, or use their social media to “speak out” or “raise 

awareness” about issues at their schools, or about current 

events—what do you think? 
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RQ1 5. Some colleagues have told me they’re concerned that their social 

media activity could be monitored by other people. Do you think 

about that?  

- Possible probes: 

a. Who do you think would monitor academics’ social media? 

b. Do academics face hostility over their social media posts? 

c. Which topics would risk more hostility on social media? Are 

certain groups more the focus?  

d. What can you tell me about “cancel culture” in higher ed? 

Have you heard of it?  

e. Have you ever experienced or witnessed a cancel 

culture type incident at your school?  

RQ1 6. What can you tell me about cancel culture? Have you heard of it? 

-- Possible probes: 

a. Have you ever experienced a cancel culture type incident at 

your school? If so, what was it like? 

b. What role does the “screen shot” play in all this “cancelling”? 

c. Is cancel culture a social media thing? Would it happen 

without SM? 

RQ2 7. How can academics avoid the risks (e.g., conflict, hostility) on social 

media?  

- Possible probes: 

a. Have you heard colleagues discussing how they avoid these 

problems? 

b. What advice might you give to other academics about social 

media? 

c. How does your school protect you from social media risks? 

d. Do colleges have expectations about how you should act/speak 

on social media? Or how your social media reflects on the 

school? 

RQ1 

RQ2 

8. When you’re offline—like when you’re teaching/in class—do you 

ever think what you say might be captured and posted on social 

media?  

- Possible probe: 

a. Have you ever heard about that happening to anyone? 

b. Who might do something like that? Why? 

c. Have you heard about students using their phones to record 

faculty? Do colleagues record with their phones? 
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RQ2 9. Have you ever changed something you were going to say—around 

students, or when giving a lecture or presentation—because you 

thought maybe your words could end up on Twitter? posted on social 

media?  

- Possible probes: 

a. What did you change? Think about changing? 

b. Do you think other colleagues think about changing their 

words? 

RQ2 10. Are you familiar with the trend of people creating “fake” social media 

accounts (e.g., “finstas”) as a way to use social media anonymously? 

What can you tell me about that? 

- Possible probes: 

a. Have you ever used an account under a different name? Why? 

RQ1 

RQ2 

Well, those are all the questions I wanted to ask you today… 

11. Is there anything else you’d like to add about using social media as an 

academic? 

OK, thank you very much for taking the time to talk to me today. You have been very 

helpful, and I really appreciate it. 

Would it be ok for me to contact you again by email after I’ve transcribed the 

interview? I’d like to send you the transcript so you can make sure I’ve got it right and 

you can have a chance to add anything you might have thought about after we hang 

up. -- Yes? No? 

[Confirm demographic questions were returned—if not: Also, if you wanted to answer 

the short survey about your age and demographics, you can return that to me by email 

anytime—it’s optional, but it helps my study.] 

One more thing—would you happen to have any recommendations of colleagues I 

could contact for an interview? Perhaps someone who would like to talk about [this 

topic]? If yes, obtain name/contact information for referral. 

If that’s all, then I’ll let you get back to you day. You can feel free to contact me 

anytime by email or call me at the number I gave you if you have any questions. 

Goodbye! [Hang up call] 

 

Permission email to/from Dr. Duffy (Cornell University) to adapt questions: 
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From: Anthony J Rotolo 

Sent: Wednesday, June 24, 2020 2:39 PM 

To: bduffy@cornell.edu <bduffy@cornell.edu> 

Subject: Imagined surveillance study 

  

Dear Dr. Duffy, 

 

I hope my message finds you very well. My name is Anthony Rotolo and I am a doctoral student at 

Grand Canyon University working toward a Ph.D. in Psychology with emphasis on technology. For my 

dissertation research, I am conducting a qualitative study seeking to describe how imagined surveillance 

relates to social media self-presentation for academic faculty. I have read your contributions in this area 

with great interest, and particularly the study you authored with Ngai Keung Chan that examined the 

impact of imagined surveillance on the self-presentation strategies of university students and recent 

graduates. Your study has been a source of inspiration for me, and I am working from your definition of 

the imagined surveillance phenomenon, which is why I'm writing today. I was wondering if you would 

be able to share the interview protocol used in that study. With your permission, I would like to use or 

adapt the same questions for the purpose of my study with faculty. I would also welcome your 

recommendations on how best to target the imagined surveillance phenomenon in my interviews and 

questionnaire. This would be a big help to me as I prepare my research proposal. 

 

I really appreciate your time and consideration of my request, and I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

All the best,   

 

Anthony J. Rotolo 

Doctoral Student 

Grand Canyon University 

arotolo@my.gcu.edu 

 

 

From: Brooke Erin Duffy <bduffy@cornell.edu> 

Sent: Friday, July 3, 2020 8:32 AM 

To: Anthony J. Rotolo <arotolo@my.gcu.edu> 

Subject: Re: Imagined surveillance study 

  

Hi, Anthony! 

 

Thanks for following up-and apologies for the delay. I'm in the midst of relocating and renovating a 

house--both of which have been made infinity more complicated (and time-consuming) by Covid. 

Anyhow, I'm so happy to hear you found our project useful. I'm attaching both the interview protocol 

and the IRB form. To be honest, these may be earlier versions than our eventual one, but they should 

still be a useful starting point.  

 

I hope this is useful and look forward to hearing how your project turns out. Best of luck to you, and I 

hope we get a chance to meet in person at some point! 

 

Best, 

Brooke 

 

 

Interview Questions as provided by Dr. Duffy: 

mailto:bduffy@cornell.edu
mailto:bduffy@cornell.edu
mailto:arotolo@my.gcu.edu
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1. What’s your year and major? 

2. Which social media platforms do you use on a regular basis? 

3. I’d like to hear about the types of people you interact with on different platforms 

(if they don’t respond, prompt, friends? Classmates? Family? Employers?) 

4. Are there any groups of people whom you try to avoid on social media? If so, why? 

5. Are you familiar with the trend of people creating “finsta” (fake Instagram) and 

“rinsta” (real Instagram) accounts? What do you know about these? Do you or your 

friends participate in this? 

6. Where do you get advice on how to present yourself on social media? (May probe: 

What about in your classes? From friends? In the media?) 

7. Some people have mentioned to me the importance of self-branding on social 

media. Is that something you think about? What does that look like? 

8. My students have told me they are concerned about future employers viewing 

their social media accounts. Do you have any thoughts about this? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

 

Demographic Survey (for interview participants only): 

Note: Participants who receive this survey have already signed Informed Consent. 

 

RESEARCH STUDY: 

Social Media Self-presentation of Academics 

 

For information, please contact: 

Anthony J. Rotolo 

Doctoral Student at Grand Canyon University 

arotolo@my.gcu.edu or --------------------- 

 

Instructions: 

These questions are options. You may choose to answer all, some, or none of the 

questions. This information is collected only to better describe the people who helped 

with my study. When finished, please return to Anthony Rotolo, arotolo@my.gcu.edu 

 

 

1.  I am….     2. What is your age?       

 

 Female 

 Male 

 Other: Please specify (optional) 

 Prefer not to answer 

 

 

3. Which ethnicity best describes yours?  

(Choose one) 

 

mailto:arotolo@my.gcu.edu
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 American Indian or Alaskan Native 

 Asian or Pacific Islander 

 Black or African American 

 Hispanic / Latino / Latina 

 White / Caucasian 

 Multiple ethnicities or Other: Please specify (optional) 

 Prefer not to answer 

 

 

4. What is your highest level of education? 

(Choose one) 

 

 High School diploma (or GED) 

 Some college, but no degree 

 Associate's (2-year) degree 

 Bachelor's (4-year) degree 

 Master’s (graduate degree) 

 Doctoral or Terminal Degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., M.D., J.D., etc.) 

 Prefer not to answer 

 

 

Online Questionnaire (anonymous) to be administered on Survey Monkey: 

SURVEY PREVIEW LINK: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/SMedu_preview   

(Preview requires password: rotoloGCU) 

 

Questionnaire 

Developed by Anthony J. Rotolo 

SCREEN 1: Informed Consent 

Hello, and thank you for your interest in my research study: “Social Media Self-

presentation of Academics.” 

  

I am Anthony Rotolo, a doctoral student under the supervision of Dr. Patrick Ramirez 

in the College of Doctoral Studies at Grand Canyon University. The purpose of my 

study is to learn how academics think about sharing their ideas and opinions on social 

media and any risks from social media. 

 

Before we can begin, I need to provide you with important information about the study 

so that you can decide if you want to participate. 

 

On the next screen, please review the "Informed Consent" information and then 

indicate if you agree to the terms of the study. 

[NEXT] 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/SMedu_preview
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Informed Consent (cont’d) 

Informed consent information is presented exactly as written on IRB form. 

 

*Regarding the statement above, please choose: 

◯ I agree 

◯ I disagree 

 

[Selecting “I disagree” will re-direct to the survey disqualification page.] 

 

[NEXT] 

About your academic role 

RQ Question Question 

Type 

Screen *Please choose your academic role.  

(Select the option that best matches your current or most recent 

role, or select "Other" to specify) 

 

○ Faculty (tenured) 

○ Faculty (tenure-track) 

○ Faculty / Lecturer (non-tenure-track) 

○ Adjunct Instructor 

○ Post-doctoral position 

○ Faculty (tenured) 

○ Emeritus / Retired (last 5 years) 

○ Administrator (e.g., Dean, Assoc. or Asst., Director, Asst. 

Director, specialist) 

○ Doctoral Student (Ph.D., Ed.D. or similar) 

○ Medical Student (M.D. or similar) 

○ Law Student (J.D.) 

○ Graduate Student (enrolled in a master's or advanced degree 

program) 

○ Other (please specify): _____________ 

○ I do not have any of the academic roles above. (→ disqualified) 

 

Closed, 

multiple 

choice 

Demo *Which category best describes your academic field? 

○ Social Sciences (e.g., psychology, sociology, education, law, 

political science) 

○ Humanities (e.g., art, history, languages, literature, music, 

philosophy, religion) 

Closed, 

multiple 

choice 
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○ Natural and applied sciences (e.g., biology, chemistry, computer 

science, engineering, mathematics, physics, medicine) 

○ Business & Professional Studies (e.g., economics, finance, 

management, communications, marketing, library and information 

studies) 

○ Other (please specify): _____________ 

 

Screen *Did you work at (or attend) a college, university, research 

center, or similar academic institution in the United States in 

the last 5 years? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No (→ disqualified) 

 

Closed 

Screen *Are you 18 years of age or older? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No (→ disqualified) 

 

Closed 

 [NEXT]  

About your social media 

RQ2 In a typical week, which social media websites or "apps" do 

you use? 

Note: "Use" means to read, watch, or post on any of these apps. 

(Check all that apply) 

 

[] Academic.edu 

[] Facebook 

[] Instagram 

[] LinkedIn 

[] Medium 

[] Pinterest 

[] Reddit 

[] ResearchGate 

[] SnapChat 

[] Tik Tok 

[] Tumblr 

[] Twitter 

[] Wordpress 

[] YouTube  

Closed, 

multiple 

choice 

list 
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[] Other (please specify): _______________ 

[] None of the above 

 

RQ1 

RQ2 

Has your social media use changed in the last few years? For 

example, have you started or stopped using certain apps, changed 

your privacy, or changed the information you share? If so, why? 

 

[LARGE TEXT BOX] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

Social Media in Higher Education 

 

Instructions: 

I would like to repeat some things other academics have said about using social 

media. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each. 

 

RQ1 "These days, academics should be visible on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "I try to keep my personal and professional identities separate 

on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "There is some overlap between my personal and professional 

identities on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 
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[Comment box] 

 

RQ1 "Academics find support to cope with personal issues by 

sharing them on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Academics help solve problems in our culture by speaking 

out on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Having a large social media following gives an academic 

more influence at their school." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 What are some opinions or ideas that are popular for 

academics to share on social media? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 What are some opinions or ideas that are unpopular for 

academics to share on social media? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

Open, 

free text 
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[Large Text Box] 

 

 [NEXT]  

Social Media Risks 

 

Instructions: 

I would like to repeat some things other academics have said about the risks of 

using social media. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each. 

 

RQ1 "I think about who might view my social media activity." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "I have deleted social media posts because I wasn't sure how 

they might be seen in the future." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "I am concerned that what I say in front of students might be 

posted on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "When I was offline (not using social media), I changed what I 

was going to say because my words might end up on social 

media." 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 
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[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Academics are monitored on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "Some academics are treated with hostility on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Have you ever shared an opinion on social media even though 

you knew it could be unpopular? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No 

◯ I’m not sure 

 

Please tell me more about your answer. 

(Write a few sentences or as much as you like.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Have you ever experienced hostility on social media? 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 
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[] Yes, I have experienced hostility toward myself on social 

media. 

[] Yes, I have experienced hostility toward a colleague on social 

media. 

[] Yes, I have experienced hostility toward a friend or family 

member on social media. 

[] Yes, I have observed hostility toward other people on social 

media. 

[] No, I have not experienced any hostility on social media. 

[] I’m not sure. 

 

Please share your experience (if applicable): 

-- Write as much as you like. 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 How would you define the term "cancel culture"? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Is there anything else you would like to tell me about social 

media? 

[Large Text Box] 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

 Demographic Questions 

The following questions are optional. 

 

Demo I am… 

 

◯ Female 

◯ Male 

◯ Other ______________ 

◯ Prefer not to answer 

 

Closed 

Demo Which ethnicity best describes yours? 

 

◯ American Indian or Alaskan Native 

Closed 
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◯ Asian or Pacific Islander  

◯ Black of African American 

◯ Hispanic / Latino / Latina 

◯ White / Caucasian 

◯ Multiple ethnicity / Other (please specify) ______________ 

◯ Prefer not to answer 

 

 

Demo What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

 

◯ High school diploma (or GED) 

◯ Some college, but no degree  

◯ Associate's (2-year) degree 

◯ Bachelor's (4-year) degree 

◯ Master's (graduate) degree 

◯ Doctoral or Terminal Degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., M.D., J.D., etc.) 

◯ Prefer not to answer 

 

Closed 

Demo What is your age? 

 

[Text box] 

 

Closed, 

whole 

number 

--- Would you mind doing an interview with me?  

It would really help me complete my research project. 

 

If you would like to chat about these social media topics with me 

(Anthony Rotolo) for about 1 hour on Zoom (or by phone), please 

enter your email address and/or phone number in the box below 

and I will contact you to set up a convenient time for us to talk. 

 

[Text box] 

 

 [DONE]  

Thank you for completing my survey! 

Please share the survey with any academic colleagues who would be interested in this 

study. 

 

Sharable Link: [insert link] 
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Appendix E. 

Codebook 

Codebook generated after systematic coding (Phase 2) of Reflexive Thematic 

Analysis. Codes were organized according to parent codes in preparation for theme 

generation in later phases of RTA. Parent codes seen here represent early impressions. 

Ideological Orthodoxy 1 

     Left-wing bias in academia not new 46 

     Recent changes in academic culture 17 

          Decline in liberal democratic values 19 

               Elitism in academia 13 

               Marxism / cultural revolution 20 

          Decline / loss of academic values 21 

               Distrust / bias of academics / experts / institutions 15 

          Academics politics / anger on SM 28 

               Anti-administration 5 

               Academics supporting violence on SM 3 

          Anti-police 6 

          George Floyd 11 

          Trump elections / anti-Trump 14 

          Cancel culture - 

               Cancel culture orchestrated by academics 10 

                    Same few people 3 

               Progressive / secular religion 33 

                    Race / racial politics 24 

                    Woke 15 

                    Good vs. Evil 18 

                    Gender / LGBT ideology 55 

                    BLM 17 

                    DEI 24 

                    Critical (Race) Theory 33 

                    "In this house" sign 3 

                    Struggle session 4 



483 

 

               SM empowers / feels powerful 11 

               Punish / silence dissent from orthodoxy 68 

                    No middle ground / no room for discussion 8 

                    Non-person 2 

                    Destroy / harm reputation and/or career 29 

                    Conservative groups targeting progressive faculty 4 

               SM accelerates / amplifies / enables cancel culture 39 

                    SM incivility / vitriol / threats 23 

                    SM favors the left 11 

                    SM reflect human nature / society 9 

                    Twitter is more problematic 30 

                         Twitter anonymity 8 

                         Twitter mobs 4 

                         Twitter does not reflect the population 4 

                    Twitter / SM is shallow 20 

                    SM is reactionary / emotional 10 

                    Gathering signatures on SM 8 

                    SM is too political / polarized 15 

                    Anonymous complaints / threads 4 

                    Mob mentality 4 

                    SM digital dualism / disembodied / persona 13 

     Institutional values 5 

     COVID 26 

          Masks 11 

Students perceived as surveillance agents 15 

     Activist subgroup 18 

          Students / faculty mostly apolitical 7 

     Sousveillance 29 

          Screenshot 15 

     Education / training as indoctrination 18 

          Faculty encourage activism / extreme views 6 

          Community college vs university 2 

     Students seeking affirmation / validation 4 

     Student empowerment 6 

          Students' favor is protective 4 
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          Students, it takes just one 7 

          Students are in charge 5 

     Students following faculty on SM 8 

     Students searching faculty SM 18 

     Students targeting faculty 38 

Pressure to post / signal support 29 

     Social / peer Surveillance 15 

     Expected to have SM 4 

     Performative "virtue signaling" 29 

          Profile picture / badge 7 

          Pretending / conforming to norms 10 

          Group membership signaling 12 

          Value statements expected 5 

     "Silence is violence" 3 

     Uninformed / unvetted opinions 28 

          Waste of time for scholars 5 

          Attention / celebrity seeking academics 10 

          Egotism  13 

               Personal agenda 5 

     "Black square" post for BLM 9 

     Activism is encouraged 8 

     Cancelling / offense / victimhood rewarded 7 

Chilling Effect on SM participation 15 

     Punishment, fear of - 

          Student evaluations 9 

          Students posting about class on SM 5 

          SM can be used against you 12 

          Cancel incident at school 12 

          Cancel incident,  personal 31 

          Targeting disliked people for cancel 5 

          Personal attacks 14 

          Emotional toll 14 

          Taken out of context 24 

          Public / unknown audiences 23 

          SM censorship 18 
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          Institutions cave to Cancel Culture 21 

               Bias incident reporting / Title IX / investigation 9 

               Corporatization of higher ed 5 

          Tenure insufficient 20 

               Racism / sexism accusation 10 

               Unionization is protective 2 

          Targeted / blacklisted for being heterodox 18 

          Media cancel stories fuel fear 18 

          Ostracized / shamed / silenced by peers 28 

               Reputation system 10 

          Fired / loss of job concern 38 

               Promotion / tenure-track concern 7 

               Adjunct non-tenure job security 5 

     Chilling effect on conservative / heterodox speech 22 

          Institutional Surveillance 18 

               Dataveillance concern 7 

               Government surveillance concern 1 

          Unequal standards for academic speech 14 

          Conservatives unpopular / disparaged 12 

          Harassment of conservatives 9 

          White men / scholars disparaged / at risk 17 

     Cease / withdraw from SM use 63 

          Passive use / news feed 10 

          Twitter is intimidating / not for me 4 

     Balance Participation vs. Protection 21 

          Restricted privacy settings 9 

          Self-censoring 38 

               Withhold opinion / say nothing 39 

               Avoid political / controversial topics 31 

                    Religion / Christianity is unpopular 20 

               Humor / sarcasm is risky 9 

               Delete old posts 5 

               Deleted post after pushback / 2nd thoughts 6 

               Don't complain about school/students risky 12 

          Blocking / unfriend people as protective measure 17 
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          Safe / professional SM self-presentation 24 

               Seeking Benefits / Opportunities of using SM 15 

                    Use SM to do good / benefit people 8 

                    Networking / connect with peers 10 

                    Humanize / relatable 10 

                    Job search / hiring 15 

                    Share knowledge / information 9 

                    Connecting people / resources 4 

                    Self-promotion on SM 30 

                    Personal brand construction 13 

                         Career transition 1 

                    Engage students using SM 16 

                    SM influence / presence is advantage 10 

               Unspoken rules / social learning 22 

                    Diversity training for faculty 6 

                    SM training for faculty is limited / basic 5 

                         SM guidance / training for faculty 6 

                              SM in academia vs. corporate 5 

                              Peer advice / warning 11 

                                   Language policing by faculty / staff 5 

                         No SM training for faculty 8 

                    COVID is risky topic 13 

               LinkedIn use 9 

               SM for professional purposes 7 

               Promote the school 7 

               Avoid conflict 7 

               Vacation photos are risky 4 

               Post positive content 3 

               Personal brand management 3 

               Keep to innocuous topics 16 

               Representing institution 12 

               Respect for teaching role / model for students 14 

               Drugs & alcohol posts to be avoided 10 

          Mixing personal and professional identities 24 

               Younger scholars more open on SM 11 
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               SM is a time investment 8 

               Promote social / community causes 3 

               Context collapse 8 

               Mixing identities is inevitable / hard to avoid 18 

                    Emotional support from SM / Fb groups 17 

                    Sharing personal issues on SM 15 

                    SM are addictive 7 

          Separate professional and personal 20 

               Facebook / SM for family & friends 15 

               Expressing criticism in newspaper / articles 5 

               Instagram to express personal side / interests 5 

               Multiple accounts 5 

Extended Chilling Effect offline 3 

     Can't / don't express opinion in class 9 

     Hiding / behind closed doors 9 

     Avoid research / publishing heterodox ideas 8 

     Silenced IRL 5 

     Teaching practices changed - 

          Assume everything is public / recorded 10 

          Recording in class concern 25 

               Zoom recording concern 13 

          Stopped teaching 1 

          Harder to critique / evaluate students 2 

          Concerned about presenting scientific facts 5 

               Climate politics / global warming 5 

          Avoid / struggle / alter teaching controversial topics 19 

               Language policing by students 4 

               Biology / generics risky topic 8 

               Cultural differences risky topic 4 

Resistance / Persistence 7 

     Courage / cowardice 9 

     Academics have duty to speak out 5 

          Not afraid to be cancelled 8 

          Expertise / truth value appeal 27 

          Engage substantively 18 
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          Be true to yourself / your beliefs 13 

          Tenure protection 8 

          Don't apologize for heterodox views 4 

          Be prepared to defend your statements 5 

          Working against "woke" agenda 9 

          Free speech value appeal 10 

          Administrative support perceived / necessary 11 

          Civility value appeal 5 

     Cancel culture pushback 19 

          Joined / increased Twitter 4 

          External support perceived 11 

               NAS 2 

               Heterodox Academy 5 

               FIRE 6 

               FAIR 2 

     Anonymous SM account use 25 

          SM follows / likes / friends are visible 10 

          Would not use anonymous SM 3 

          Pseudonymous SM use 5 

          Anonymous accounts are risky 8 

     Reach outside of academia 26 

          Alternative SM platforms 12 

          Find new / larger audiences on SM 20 

          SM gives academic another voice 2 

          SM as publication alternative 4 

     Enjoy the fight 6 

          Engaging in countersurveillance 3 

          Provocative SM posting 5 

          Write about SM attacks received 5 

     SM early adopter 7 

          SM require skill / practice 3 

          Other faculty unskilled in SM 9 
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Appendix F. 

Sample Interview Transcript 

Excerpt of interview with participant “Roger” 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

So, one of the things I heard as you're talking that I wanted to clarify is, have you 

changed how you're using social media in the last few years? Or have you always used it 

roughly the same way? 

 

 

Roger   

With Twitter, I think I started using it and, I forget; I think a few of my initial tweets 

were more professionally focused. When my book was accepted for publication, I think I 

posted that. I posted the page proofs on Twitter. There was a fellow-- I was giving a 

lecture as part of a symposium at [a university], and one of my fellow presenters is a guy 

who's very active on Twitter about [architecture]. He's a big deal; people know him. And 

so, he was telling me at lunch about his use of Twitter and how he saw it as really 

furthering the cause of historic preservation for unloved buildings. And I thought, that 

seems like a pretty good idea, and maybe I'll try it. And so, I think I made a few tentative 

steps in that direction, [laughs] but then, kind of, I don't know why-- So, the short answer 

is yes. I've changed the way that I use Twitter in the past few years to basically not using 

it at all, other than that one limited exception on Christmas Day to find out what 

happened. 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

What made you stop using it at all when you had what sounds like good intentions 

initially? 

 

Roger   

Yeah, well, so I don't know that I can point to any one specific-- I've never had many-- I 

think I had five followers who were all students in my classes who may have been 

gunning for a very good grade. My sense is, in reading particularly comments that other 

people write on what folks post, that there's a lot of negativity there. And if you're going 

into teaching, you probably know that you need skin as thick as an elephant's to make it 

through, so that doesn't really bother me. But just to the idea that I would be putting 

something out there purposely inviting negative comments, or inviting vitriol, didn't 

really appeal to me. And maybe, I guess, the only other reason might be sloth. It takes 

time to do that stuff. And really, this guy that I was presenting with at [university], he 

devotes considerable time and effort to this, which I just didn't have, or didn't want to put 

into it.  

 

Anthony Rotolo   

Yeah.  
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Roger   

And then Facebook, you know, I guess there was a period maybe in the early 2010s, 

when on occasion I would share a Wall Street Journal article that I found interesting or 

something. And then I realized that really would probably piss off some people and 

probably wouldn't convince anyone else to come to my way of thinking. Facebook really 

doesn't strike me as a platform or a forum in which to engage in a substantive, thoughtful 

dialogue about public issues. So, I guess that's one instance where I sort of changed my 

use of Facebook and then changed it back as I gave more thought to it. I tried to at one 

point--I've kind of even sketched this out in writing, but I wanted to develop sort of a 

Facebook rule of life for myself, saying there's so many things about Facebook that piss 

me off, I should really set out some guidelines for how I'm going to use it. And again, I 

think I did jot some stuff down but never really got beyond an inchoate stage and writing, 

but it is something that I think about when I'm posting on Facebook: the "piss off test". 

How many people is this going to annoy? If the answer is a lot, then I don't post it. 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

Yeah, gotcha. And yet--it doesn't sound like maybe you're part of this group, but--as I 

have been sort of doing this research, I am coming across what appears to be, at least 

among some academics, the idea that it is necessary or preferred to be very visible on 

social media. On Twitter, for example, to have a valuable or a well-crafted "personal 

brand," or something like that. What do you think about that idea? It sounds like you 

talked about someone you had spoken at an event with who may have been in that 

category. What do you think about that approach? 

 

Roger   

I'm hesitant to dismiss it outright, but I'd say I'm skeptical of it, in part because when I 

think about the purpose of the university, or the mission of academia, it's to engage in 

thoughtful academic debate. In pursuit of the truth, you have to have a full-fledged, open 

discussion, a candid, informed discussion about something. And I don't find that social 

media, at least the platforms that exist, really allow us for that. It's all sound bites, and 

memes and quotations taken out of context. And I don't see much substantive dialogue. 

So, the idea that an academic would be building his or her own brand around a social 

media presence strikes me as problematic. That said, you mentioned this guy that I was 

with at [a symposium]. I think he has this mission that he's on to save buildings, and it 

seems to be working well for him there. So, maybe I shouldn't be so dismissive of it. For 

widespread use, I don't know. It's certainly never something that I was even longing to 

do. Maybe I should. Maybe I would have gotten a tenured job if I had! Maybe that was 

the secret. And I'll tell you, it's really night and day because now I'm working at a law 

firm, a big law firm, and the law firm has a very strict social media policy. You can't [do] 

anything that might be averse to clients’ interests. Like, if one of our clients is [a pharma 

company], can't post any tweets about anti-vax tweets, because the client might consider 

that objectionable. It seems like those sorts of considerations are not present among 

academics who use social media. 

 

Anthony Rotolo   
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Yeah, and actually, you know, that leads me into sort of a side item here on this particular 

question, which is that some have mentioned to me the COVID-19 topic in general being 

something that academics may not want to touch, in terms of it being politicized or what 

have you. Now, I hear what you're saying about the law firm, but-- and you don't have to 

comment specifically on COVID unless you have a thought-- but what is your sense of 

those topics that, regardless of what an academics opinion, maybe on it, are sort of 

untouchable or risky or dangerous? 

 

Roger   

My sense is that most people would agree that much of academia leans to the left 

politically, and I think that if one is posting on a subject from the perspective of the left, 

that's perfectly acceptable and to some extent even encouraged. And yet, I think folks 

who may lean to the right, or even may want to nuance some of what folks on the left are 

saying, it's dangerous. And I think that also probably plays into why I questioned whether 

social media are appropriate platforms for these discussions, because it really is one 

sided, at least for academics who are in vulnerable positions with people who don't have 

tenure--although even there. Camille Paglia, there was a tremendous backlash against her 

comments about gender pronouns a few years ago. My sense is that those folks whose 

ideas are more orthodox, or more accepted by the academic mainstream, probably feel 

more empowered to share their views on controversial subjects.  

 

Anthony Rotolo   

Yeah.  

 

Roger   

As I mentioned before, I don't. Politically, I'm sort of center-right, and there was one 

faculty meeting where I raised my voice and modest objection to something that was 

being said, and colleagues who had been very friendly with me previously stopped 

talking to me. This one woman, she was about to burst into tears every time she saw me 

after that. So, I was chastened in the group and just remained silent there and on social 

media.  

 

Anthony Rotolo   

Yeah. Along the lines of the orthodoxy--that word you used, and I've heard others use it 

as well--some have mentioned to me that there is a feeling of obligation to be seen as 

supportive of certain orthodox issues, and particularly on social media--so, to retweet 

certain things. Is that something that you've ever experienced or have any sense about in 

academia? 

 

Roger   

Yes. So, I'm still on the listserv for my department at [my former university], even 

though I haven't taught there in two years. And in the wake of the George Floyd murder 

last spring, there was a movement on that listserv to try to get people to update their-- I 

don't know what accounts it was, but--I think everyone put a black box on their accounts. 

And I saw this, not just with [that] college, but it was widespread. But it was certainly 

encouraged on that listserv that people do that. And I don't recall that there was an email 
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chain about Pride Month, but certainly looking at colleagues' profile photos, they have a 

little rainbow ring or box, or something about that. So, I think there is a sense that maybe, 

I don't know that it's-- it might just be a bandwagon effect-- people see other people 

doing and jump on. I have not, I don't think that people, even if I agree with issues, I don't 

go there. 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

So, along those lines, let's say you're somebody who has a modest Instagram account or 

Twitter account, and you don't put up the black square, or the or the rainbow badge for 

June, is there a risk in simply that silence?  

 

 

 

Roger   

Unfortunately, I think there is. I think that term, "silence is violence." People take that 

quite seriously. And during those periods when it's become de rigueur to post those 

badges, I've just refrained from social media use at all, with the thought that then if 

someone said anything to me about it, I'd say I haven't been on Facebook in three weeks 

or haven't been on Instagram. And I don't use those platforms daily anyway, so my 

presence would not be missed. No one has called me out on it, but I imagine that there 

would be situations where folks would. 

 

Anthony Rotolo 

There's also been discussion about some academics feeling a sense or concern that their 

social media is being monitored, and I wonder what you think about that idea. 

 

Roger   

I think it certainly is. I think that's a truism. I think social media, when you put something 

out there on the interwebs, people are gonna see it. Why else are you putting it out there 

if you don't want people to see it. And, you know, I would push back against the 

implication that this is a bad thing, that employers or colleagues shouldn't be taking 

something that someone puts on social media and then holding it against them. That's the 

risk you run when you put something on social media. What I question is that it seems to 

me to be only one side of the political divide that has their social media posts used 

against them 

 

[…] 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

And why do you think the difference in standard exists, or is allowed to exist, especially 

if it's so visible? 

 

 

 

Roger   
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Because academia is predominantly left-wing. Faculty, administrators, students, there are 

few exceptions to that. And again, this is something that I believe folks are studying in 

earnest. I remember, it was an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal about six or seven years 

ago from the president of Wesleyan University who wrote that that institution was 

instituting sort of an affirmative action for conservatives, because he saw conservative 

voices is conspicuously missing in academia. And I disagree with the idea that any group 

should be treated preferentially, but the premise I agree with, and the idea that there is a 

lack of conservative voices in academia. So yes, I think the reason that there's disparate 

treatment here of social media posts is probably the hegemony of the left.  

 

Anthony Rotolo   

Yeah. You used a minute or two ago the term "cancel"--that people get "cancelled"--and I 

assume you're referencing "cancel culture."  

 

Roger   

Yes. 

 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

What can you tell me about cancel culture, and especially what social media has to do 

with cancel culture? 

 

Roger   

Yeah, so, it's one of those omnibus words [laughs] that I think means different things to 

different people. 

 

Anthony Rotolo   

[Laughs] That's why I'm asking. 

 

Roger   

When I hear it, I think of it as when a speaker or a professional, an academic, is--that 

person's voice is not in the mainstream and is therefore not allowed to speak on certain 

issues or in certain venues. I guess it's something that I could probably explain better by 

examples than trying to define it. Like, Condoleezza Rice being disinvited from speaking 

at--I think she was invited to speak at Rutgers for commencement, and then disinvited--

because her views were seen as objectionable by, again, I think a predominantly left-wing 

student body and faculty; or Amy Wax at the University of Pennsylvania Law School, 

speaking on Glenn Loury's podcast. I think there have been attempts to cancel Jordan 

Peterson, to disallow him. So, it's, I think, an attempt to silence voices that speak in 

opposition to orthodox mainstream, and predominantly left-wing. I don't know if this 

happens at conservative schools, if at Grove City or Hillsdale, if President Arn at 

Hillsdale were to invite Hillary Clinton to speak, if the students and faculty would rise up 

and cancel it. I don't know of any examples of that happening. 
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Anthony Rotolo   

Yeah, and that last term, "rise up"--I want to ask about that. Could this kind of "rise up" 

or outrage happen without social media? What role does social media play in the cancel 

culture? Because we have these situations where the school thinks Condoleezza Rice is 

good enough to invite and then suddenly, she's not. Where is social media in all of that? 

 

Roger   

Social media allows opposition to a certain speaker to pick up more voices in opposition. 

You post something on your Twitter or your Facebook, and all of your friends see that, 

and then it seems to be a bandwagon effect. And so, I think it helps to coordinate the 

effort in opposition to a certain speaker, or the effort to cancel a certain speaker. It could 

probably still happen in the absence of social media, but I think it would be far less likely 

because it would mean a lot more work. College students, [laughs] in my experience, are 

congenitally and eternally opposed to doing more work than they have to. You can post a 

Facebook post from bed, and I think that's why social media has led to more of this. 
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Appendix H. 

Original Instruments Pre-Field Test 

Pre-Field Test Interview Protocol 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Researcher: Anthony J. Rotolo 

 

What: Interviews are 1-on-1, semi-structured, and audio recorded. 

When: At a time scheduled between the participant and researcher. 

Where: Online using Zoom (audio/video conference), or by phone. 

How:  

- Researcher will schedule the interview with participant by email or phone.  

- Researcher will then email a link to the informed consent form that must be 

signed and returned by email or by postal mail prior to the interview. 

- After informed consent is returned, Researcher will also email participant a 

brief (1-min) demographic survey to complete and return by email (questions 

are optional). 

Interview Questions, Prompts, and Directions 

Screen Welcome, and thank you for participating in my study. Before we begin, I just 

want to check over a few things to make sure we are ready to start. 

 

- Confirm that informed consent has been signed and returned 

- Confirm that the participant meets study requirements: 

o Confirm age 18 or older 

o Confirm academic role/position 

o Confirm affiliation with U.S. academic institution 

- Ask if participant has any questions about the study or consent 

document 

- Researcher witnesses and signs informed consent document 

- Confirm that the participant is willing to be audio recorded 

 

I want to make sure that it’s ok to record your voice during this interview—

it’s only so that I can transcribe our discussion later—no one but me will ever 

be given your voice recording. Your video will not be recorded and, actually, 

you don’t have to share your video with me during this meeting if you don’t 

want to. Yes? Ok… 

OK, good. We are ready to start. As we do, I just want to say that you can feel 

free to be as blunt and honest with me as you like—I realize that social media 

is a topic that brings up a lot of different opinions, and that’s ok. So, you can 

say whatever you really think about my questions! Even if you think I’m 
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asking the wrong question, or I’m missing something, you can tell me that, 

too. 

 

--- 12. First, I’d like to hear a little about your academic work and interests. 

Can you tell me a little about your background? 

RQ1 13. I’ve read that it’s important for academics to be visible on social 

media these days—like, to have a public [Twitter] account or an 

appealing “personal brand” online. What do you think about that?  

- Possible probes: 

a. What do you like about social media? Dislike? 

b. Where do you get advice/ideas on how to present yourself on 

social media? (training? observation? media?)  

c. What kinds of things are encouraged for academics to share—

i.e., expertise? opinions? social causes? personal lives?  

d. What topics/things should be avoided? 

 

RQ2 14. How would you describe your own social media? Walk me through a 

typical day for you on your social media account(s).  

- Possible probes: 

a. Which social media apps do you use?  

b. Who do you try to communicate with/to on the different apps?  

c. What types of content do you share? 

d. How would the people who follow you describe who you are 

and how you present yourself? 

e. Have you changed how you use social media—i.e., in the last 

few years? Why? 

f. Are there any groups (or people) you try to avoid on social 

media? If so, why?  

RQ1 

RQ2 

I’d like to ask you about something I’ve noticed recently… 

15. It seems like some academics are choosing to publicly mix their 

personal and professional lives on social media. What do you think 

about that? 

- Possible probes: 

a. Have you ever heard the term, “Academic Twitter”? If so, 

what can you tell me about it? (Is there an “academic 

Instagram” etc.?) 

b. Do you think building a large social media following gives an 

academic a kind of influence at their school? 

c. Some academics have said they felt obligated to use their 

social media to “speak out” or “raise awareness” about issues 

at their schools, or about current events—what do you think? 
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RQ1 16. Some colleagues have told me they’re concerned that their social 

media activity could be monitored by other people, or that they might 

face hostility over something they posted. Do you think about that?  

- Possible probes: 

a. Who do you think would monitor academics’ social media? 

b. Which topics would risk more hostility on social media? Are 

certain groups more the focus?  

c. What can you tell me about “cancel culture” in higher ed? 

Have you heard of it? Have you ever experienced it? 

Participated in it? 

 

RQ2 17. How can academics avoid the risks (e.g., conflict, hostility) on social 

media?  

- Possible probes: 

e. Have you heard colleagues discussing how they avoid these 

problems? 

f. What advice might you give to other academics about social 

media? 

g. How does your school protect you from social media risks? 

 

RQ2 18. Are you familiar with the trend of people creating "fake" social media 

accounts (e.g., "finstas") as a way to use social media anonymously? 

What can you tell me about that? 

- Possible probe: 

a. Have you ever used a “fake” account? Why? 

 

RQ1 19. When you’re offline—like, when you’re teaching/in class—do you 

ever think what you say might be captured and posted on social 

media?  

- Possible probes: 

a. Have you ever heard of that happening to anyone? 

b. Who might do something like that? Why? 

 

RQ2 20. Have you ever changed what you were going to say—in class, or in a 

presentation or paper—because you thought maybe your words could 

end up on Twitter? 

a. Possible probes: 

b. What were you going to say that you changed? 

c. Do you think other people do that? 
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RQ1 

RQ2 

Well, those are all the questions I wanted to ask you today… 

21. Is there anything else you’d like to add about using social media as an 

academic? 

OK, thank you very much for taking the time to talk to me today. You have been very 

helpful, and I really appreciate it. 

Would it be ok for me to contact you again by email after I’ve transcribed the 

interview? I’d like to send you the transcript so you can make sure I’ve got it right and 

you can have a chance to add anything you might have thought about after we hang 

up. -- Yes? No? 

[Confirm demographic questions were returned—if not: Also, if you wanted to answer 

the short survey about your age and demographics, you can return that to me by email 

anytime—it’s optional, but it helps my study.] 

One more thing—would you happen to have any recommendations of colleagues I 

could contact for an interview? Perhaps someone who would like to talk about [this 

topic]? If yes, obtain name/contact information for referral. 

If that’s all, then I’ll let you get back to you day. You can feel free to contact me 

anytime by email or call me at the number I gave you if you have any questions. 

Goodbye! [Hang up call] 

 

Pre-Field Test Questionnaire 

Questionnaire 

Developed by Anthony J. Rotolo 

SCREEN 1: Informed Consent 

Hello, and thank you for your interest in my research study: “Social Media Self-

presentation of Academics.” 

  

I am Anthony Rotolo, a doctoral student under the supervision of Dr. Patrick 

Ramirez in the College of Doctoral Studies at Grand Canyon University. The 

purpose of my study is to learn how academics think about sharing their ideas and 

opinions on social media and any risks from social media. 

 

Before we can begin, I need to provide you with important information about the 

study so that you can decide if you want to participate. 

 

On the next screen, please review the "Informed Consent" information and then 

indicate if you agree to the terms of the study. 
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[NEXT] 

 

Informed Consent (cont’d) 

Informed consent information is presented exactly as written on IRB form. 

 

*Regarding the statement above, please choose: 

◯ I agree 

◯ I disagree 

 

[Selecting “I disagree” will re-direct to the survey disqualification page.] 

 

[NEXT] 

About your academic role 

RQ Question Question 

Type 

Screen *Please choose your academic role.  

(Select the option that best matches your current or most recent 

role, or select "Other" to specify) 

 

○ Faculty (tenured) 

○ Faculty (tenure-track) 

○ Faculty / Lecturer (non-tenure-track) 

○ Adjunct Instructor 

○ Post-doctoral position 

○ Faculty (tenured) 

○ Emeritus / Retired (last 5 years) 

○ Administrator (e.g., Dean, Assoc. or Asst., Director, Asst. 

Director, specialist) 

○ Doctoral Student (Ph.D., Ed.D. or similar) 

○ Medical Student (M.D. or similar) 

○ Law Student (J.D.) 

○ Graduate Student (enrolled in a master's or advanced degree 

program) 

○ Other (please specify): _____________ 

○ I do not have any of the academic roles above. (→ 

disqualified) 

 

Closed, 

multiple 

choice 

Demo *Which category best describes your academic field? 

○ Social Sciences (e.g., psychology, sociology, education, law, 

political science) 

Closed, 

multiple 

choice 
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○ Humanities (e.g., art, history, languages, literature, music, 

philosophy, religion) 

○ Natural and applied sciences (e.g., biology, chemistry, 

computer science, engineering, mathematics, physics, medicine) 

○ Business & Professional Studies (e.g., economics, finance, 

management, communications, marketing, library and 

information studies) 

○ Other (please specify): _____________ 

 

Screen *Did you work at (or attend) a college, university, research 

center, or similar academic institution in the United States in 

the last 5 years? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No (→ disqualified) 

 

Closed 

Screen *Are you 18 years of age or older? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No (→ disqualified) 

 

Closed 

 [NEXT]  

About your social media 

RQ2 In a typical week, which social media websites or "apps" do 

you use? 

Note: "Use" means to read, watch, or post on any of these apps. 

(Check all that apply) 

 

[] Academic.edu 

[] Facebook 

[] Instagram 

[] LinkedIn 

[] Medium 

[] Pinterest 

[] Reddit 

[] ResearchGate 

[] SnapChat 

[] Tik Tok 

[] Tumblr 

[] Twitter 

Closed, 

multiple 

choice 

list 
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[] Wordpress 

[] YouTube  

[] Other (please specify): _______________ 

[] None of the above 

 

RQ1 

RQ2 

Has your social media use changed in the last few years? For 

example, have you started or stopped using certain apps, 

changed your privacy, or changed the information you share? If 

so, why? 

 

[LARGE TEXT BOX] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Do you use any social media accounts under a different 

name (i.e., not your real name)? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No 

 

Please explain why or why not. 

(Write a few sentences or as much as you like) 

 

[LARGE TEXT BOX] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

Social Media in Higher Education 

 

Instructions: 

I would like to repeat some things people have said about social media in Higher 

Education. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each. 

 

RQ1 "These days, academics should be visible on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 
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RQ2 "I try to keep my personal and professional identities 

separate on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "There is some overlap between my personal and 

professional identities on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Academics find support to cope with personal issues by 

sharing them on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Academics help solve problems in our culture by speaking 

out on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Having a large social media following gives an academic 

more influence at their school." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 
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Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 What are some opinions or ideas that are popular for 

academics to share on social media? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 What are some opinions or ideas that are unpopular for 

academics to share on social media? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

Social Media Risks 

 

Instructions: 

I would like to repeat some things people have said about the risks of social 

media for academics. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each. 

 

RQ1 "I think about who might view my social media activity." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "I have deleted social media posts because I wasn't sure how 

they might be seen in the future." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 
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[Comment box] 

RQ1 "I am concerned that what I say in front of students might 

be posted on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "When I was offline (not using social media), I changed 

what I was going to say because my words might end up on 

social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ1 "Academics' speech is being monitored on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

RQ2 "Some academics are treated with hostility on social media." 

 

[Likert 1-5,  

Strongly disagree-Disagree-Neither-Agree-Strongly agree] 

 

Please tell me more about your answer: 

[Comment box] 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Have you ever shared an opinion on social media even 

though you knew it could be unpopular? 

 

◯ Yes 

◯ No 

◯ I’m not sure 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 
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Please tell me more about your answer. 

(Write a few sentences or as much as you like.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Are there any groups you try to avoid on social media? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 

RQ2 

Have you ever experienced hostility on social media? 

 

[] Yes, I have experienced hostility toward myself on social 

media. 

[] Yes, I have experienced hostility toward a colleague on social 

media. 

[] Yes, I have experienced hostility toward a friend or family 

member on social media. 

[] Yes, I have observed hostility toward other people on social 

media. 

[] No, I have not experienced any hostility on social media. 

[] I’m not sure. 

 

Please share your experience (if applicable): 

-- Write as much as you like. 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Closed 

prompt 

w/ 

Open, 

free text 

 [NEXT]  

RQ1 How would you define the term "cancel culture"? 

(Please be as specific as you can.) 

 

[Large Text Box] 

 

Open, 

free text 

  

Demographic Questions 

The following questions are optional. 

 

 



507 

 

Demo I am… 

 

◯ Female 

◯ Male 

◯ Other ______________ 

◯ Prefer not to answer 

 

Closed 

Demo Which ethnicity best describes yours? 

 

◯ American Indian or Alaskan Native 

◯ Asian or Pacific Islander  

◯ Black of African American 

◯ Hispanic / Latino / Latina 

◯ White / Caucasian 

◯ Multiple ethnicity / Other (please specify) ______________ 

◯ Prefer not to answer 

 

Closed 

Demo What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

 

◯ High school diploma (or GED) 

◯ Some college, but no degree  

◯ Associate's (2-year) degree 

◯ Bachelor's (4-year) degree 

◯ Master's (graduate) degree 

◯ Doctoral or Terminal Degree (Ph.D., Ed.D., M.D., J.D., etc.) 

◯ Prefer not to answer 

 

Closed 

Demo What is your age? 

 

[Text box] 

 

 

Closed, 

whole 

number 

 [DONE]  

Thank you for completing my survey! 

Please share the survey with any academic colleagues who would be interested in this 

study. [Insert sharable link] 
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Appendix I. 

Feasibility and Benefits Checklist 

Gatekeepers: 

Who are the possible gatekeepers? (i.e., If you are in 

a school district, have you checked with the principal 

and the superintendent’s office or their designee to 

see what the process is for research? Or, if you are at 

a company, talked with the management, etc.? 

 

If you are planning on collecting data from a college, 

what is the process? It is preferred that you obtain 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from that 

institution prior to applying for GCU’s IRB 

approval). 

Data will be collected from the membership of 

two professional organizations for academics. 

Permission was obtained on letterhead from both 

organizations, as per IRB requirements. 

 

These two sites will send emails to their mailing 

lists announcing the study and providing the 

recruiting information. The researcher will work 

directly with the contact at each organization to 

facilitate this email. 

Gatekeeper Contact: 

Who do you need to keep in contact with as you 

form your research project to ensure that the benefits 

outweigh the risk and you can conduct your 

research? How will you initiate and maintain contact 

with them? 

A signed permission letter from Research Site A 

was obtained on July 6, 2020 and updated on 

April 3, 2021. 

 

Signed permission letter from Research Site B 

was obtained on April 7, 2021. 

 

Communication with both site contacts is via 

email and phone. Both individuals are familiar 

and accessible to the researcher. 

Outside IRB: 

If you are planning on recruiting participants or 

getting data from a college (or other institutions with 

an IRB), have you talked to their IRB determine the 

process and what participants/data they will allow 

you access? Please note, IRB approval typically 

takes some time. 

N/A 

Study Benefits: 

What is the benefit of your research? Who do you 

need to keep in contact with as you form your 

research project to ensure that the benefits outweigh 

the risks? 

Remember that research should have a benefit; what 

benefit does your research have to others beside 

yourself? 

The study will benefit college and university 

faculty, administrators, and other academics in 

making informed decisions about their use of 

social media and associated risks. The study will 

benefit academic institutions and advocacy 

groups as they develop policy to protect the 

privacy and safety of college faculty and 

students on social media. The study will also 

benefit those interested in protecting academic 

freedom and better understanding the impact of 

social media surveillance on academic speech. 

Research Activity: 

Is your research part of normal every day activities? 

This is significant because this must be outlined in 

your site authorization. A preliminary site 

authorization letter could simply be an email from a 

school/college/organization that indicates they 

understand what you want to do and how that 

benefits the school/college/organization. In some 

Yes, the research activities are similar to normal, 

everyday activities. There is no risk to the 

research sites (which will not be named), and 

minimal risk to participants who will be 

interviewed (confidentially) or complete a 

questionnaire (anonymously).  
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cases this will determine the classification of the 

study (this is especially important for educational 

research studies). 

***Please see below for information regarding 

preliminary site authorization 

Recruitment: 

Please describe your proposed recruitment strategy. 

How do you plan to involve your participants in the 

process? What would your flyer/email say?  

See “Recruiting and Sampling” under “Sample 

and Population” in Ch. 3. See also Appendix G 

for a copy of the recuring flyer. 

 

Recruiting is to be done in three phases: (1) 

email to the research sites’ mailing lists to 

generate an initial convenience sample; (2) 

snowball sampling based on participant and 

colleague referral; (3) social media 

advertisement, if necessary, to reach saturation. 

Data Collection 

What are you asking of participants? Are you asking 

them personal information (like demographic 

information such as age, income, relationship 

status)? Is that personal information necessary? How 

much time are you asking of participants (for 

example, if you are asking them to be interviewed, 

be in a focus group, fill out a questionnaire, fill out a 

journal/survey, collect artifacts, etc.)? How much 

time will they have to spend to be in your study? 

Does each part of your data collection help answer 

your research question? Participants must be told 

how long it will take to participants to participate in 

each activity. Are you concerned that the activities 

will take too long and participants might not 

finish/drop out? 

Can you collect your data in a reasonable amount of 

time considering the stakeholders and possible 

challenges of gaining access to participants? 

Participants will be interviewed OR complete an 

online survey. Interviews will last approx. 1 

hour. Surveys will take approx. 15 min to 

complete. 

 

Questions asked on both data sources are about 

the types of social media used, how use has 

changed over time, what types of information 

are shared or avoided, privacy and self-

presentation strategies, and perceived risks 

associated with social media use. 

 

Limited demographic data about sex, race, age, 

and academic role will be collected for screening 

purposes and to describe the sample. 

Child Assent. Studies with children often fall under 

the regulations for a full board review (full board 

reviews take significantly longer in IRB). Each child 

must fill out a child assent AFTER there is parental 

consent. (It can be very difficult to get parental 

consent, especially if this is something sent home to 

parents). 

N/A 

Informed Consent 

Participants must be told how long it will take to 

participants to participate in each activity. Are you 

concerned that the activities will take too long and 

participants might not finish/drop out? 

I am not concerned that the activities will take 

too long/participants will drop out. Interviews 

will last up to one hour and questionnaires will 

take approx. 15 minutes to complete. 

Site Authorization 

Do you have a site authorization letter? How 

difficult will this be to get from the school/ school 

district/college/organization? Use the GCU template 

to ensure the correct information is included. 

Yes (see above, and Appendix A). Access to the 

sites is not an issue for this study. Recruiting 

will be done by email. 
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Can you collect your data in a reasonable amount of 

time considering the stakeholders and possible 

challenges of gaining access to participants? 

Yes, data can be collected in reasonable time. 

Data collection is expected to take 

approximately 6-8 weeks. 

Organizational Benefits: 

Have you talked to your 

principal/supervisor/district/college/boss/ 

organization about your research? If so, have you 

asked them what you can do to help the 

district/organization/school?  

Both research sites are interested in the results of 

the study. The topic aligns with their interests in 

protecting academic freedom in higher 

education. I have offered to provide a copy of 

the finished study. 

What is the overall benefit of your research to 

participants? 

The participants, as academics, will benefit from 

the results which seek to better understand the 

role of surveillance in the social media practices 

of scholars. 

What are the risks of your research? Please note that 

there are usually some risks (like revealing 

participant identity) in all research.  

This study deals with individuals’ experiences 

with self-presentation on social media. It is 

possible that some participants may reveal 

personal and/or private information about their 

social media use, including activity that is 

otherwise kept hidden or secret from the public. 

The researcher will take all necessary steps to 

shield the identity of the participant in the 

published results. Because this study is 

concerned with social media surveillance, 

particular sensitivity to the power dynamics 

inherent in the study of surveillance is also 

necessary. The experiences described by some 

participants may have been unpleasant, such as 

recounting times when one was surveilled, 

harassed or threatened online, or subjected to 

punishment or social consequences at work. It is 

possible that recounting such experience may be 

upsetting for some participants. If a participant 

expresses distress or discomfort during the data 

collection, the researcher will allow the 

participant to skip any questions which are 

difficult or to discontinue participation with no 

questions asked. Participants will be informed in 

advance that they may withdraw entirely from 

the study should they wish to do so at any point 

before, during, or after the interview. 

Now that you have contemplated the above 

questions, how long do you imagine it will take you 

prior to access your participants/data? AND, how 

much are you asking of your participants? 

I expect it will take me approx. two months to 

collect the data. 

 

I am not asking too much of the participants. 

Based on the information that you have learned, is 

your study feasible? Why or why not? If not, how 

can you modify your ideas to make your study 

manageable? 

The study is feasible. Access to site is available. 

Participation requirements are reasonable. Risks 

are minimal. Time required is appropriate. 

 
Formal Site Authorization: (see Appendix A) 

Instrument Authorization: (see Appendix D)  
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Appendix J. 

Ten Strategic Points 

Topic 
Social Media Self-presentation of Academics in the Context of Imagined 

Surveillance 

 

Lit Review 

a. Background of problem/gap: 

i. Evidence suggests that sociocultural and sociopolitical factors 

prompt academics (e.g., faculty, scholars) to withdraw or 

change how they present their thoughts and ideas on social 

media, thus raising concerns about risks to academic speech 

and wellbeing (Ferber, 2017; Veletsianos, Houlden et al., 

2018; Veletsianos et al., 2019). However, there is limited 

research on how academics negotiate self-presentation on 

social media. 

ii. In studies that look at how academics conceptualize their 

social media audiences, most describe them as communities 

of friends and colleagues (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos & Shaw, 

2018). However, these studies do not address how the overlap 

of contexts or perceptions of visibility to broader audiences 

influence faculty self-presentation on social media. Jordan 

(2020) suggests that “future research would also be valuable 

into the trade-offs associated with merging personal and 

professional academic identity… whether the dissonance 

between their online and offline identities becomes 

problematic” (p. 12).  

iii. Veletsianos and Shaw (2018) call for “future research into 

cases in which scholars encountered unimagined audiences 

online, and into the ways that such encounters impacted 

scholars’ subsequent participation online” (p. 28). 

Veletsianos, Houlden et al. (2018) specifically call for studies 

with academics to understand experiences of monitoring and 

targeted hostility on social media. 

iv. Taken together, these findings point to a broad gap in the 

literature regarding how academics negotiate self-presentation 

on social media, and, more narrowly, how academics describe 

their social media self-presentation in the context of imagined 

surveillance.  

b. Theoretical Framework:  

i. Moral reasoning theory (Kohlberg, 1963/2008; Rest et al., 

1999) is a psychological framework for understanding how 

people make sense of what is considered appropriate (i.e., 

morally just, normal, or expected) in a particular context and 

how this reasoning informs decision-making about behavior 

(Rest et al., 2000).  
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ii. Moral reasoning is ideal to conceptualize the phenomenon of 

“imagined surveillance” (Duffy & Chan, 2019), which was 

previously defined in terms of perceptions about surveillance 

(i.e., audiences, authority, norms, risks) and how these relate 

to everyday practices, such as social media self-presentation 

(Duffy & Chan, 2019; Lyon, 2017).  

iii. Moral reasoning theory began with the seminal work of 

Kohlberg (1963/2008) who devised a model to explain how 

people advanced through stages of moral reasoning ability 

ranging from self-interest to greater awareness of the social 

order and cooperation, and how these stages guided individual 

judgements in situations of moral dilemma. 

iv. Rest et al., (1999) advanced a revised, cognitive framework 

known as the neo-Kohlbergian approach which considers how 

individuals conceptualize the “common morality” of a group 

or culture, and how behaviors are informed in terms of 

schemas of personal interest, maintaining norms, and 

postconventional reasoning. 

c. Review of literature topics and key themes: 

i. Self-presentation on Social Media: The presentation of self 

(Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990), is complicated by 

social media that collapse contexts and audiences (Marwick & 

Boyd, 2011). To deal with this, users enact strategies such as 

performing multiple identities across platforms (Jordan, 2020; 

van Dijck, 2013), creating “fake” profiles (Duffy & Chan, 

2019; Xiao, et al., 2020), withholding aspects of identity to 

avoid judgement or perceived negative outcomes (Marwick et 

al., 2017; Pitcan et al., 2018) and editing or deleting older 

social media posts (Lincoln & Robards, 2017). This is part of 

the “personal branding” encouraged by social networks and 

embraced in education and industry (Scolere et al., 2018; 

Vallas & Christin, 2018).   

ii. Imagined Surveillance: Traditionally, surveillance referred 

to the watchful eye of state or institutional power internalized 

to shape individual behavior (Foucault, 1977/1995). More 

recently surveillance is discussed in terms how technologies 

normalize and encourage watching and being watched 

(Albrechtslund, 2008; Lyon, 2017; Marwick et al., 2017; 

Trottier, 2012). Surveillance is an integral part of privacy-

related experiences on social media (Quinn & Papacharissi, 

2018). Perceptions of surveillance were found to profoundly 

influence social media self-presentation practices (Duffy & 

Chan, 2019). 

iii. Academics on Social Media: Academic faculty use social 

media for teaching, research, and service (Jordan & Weller, 

2018b; Malik et al., 2019; Veletsianos, & Kimmons, 2012), 
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and faculty are increasingly engaging in public discussion on 

Twitter (Jordan, 2020; Stewart, 2016). However, privacy and 

self-presentation across different social media is a concern 

and source of risk (Jordan, 2020; Veletsianos et al., 2019). 

d. Summary 

a. Academics must negotiate social and political challenges 

when using social media, including increased surveillance and 

hostility from unanticipated social media audiences. 

b. Gap in terms of how academics perceive and practice social 

media self-presentation, and how this relates to perceptions of 

surveillance 

c. Study will explore how academics in the United States 

describe their social media self-presentation in the context of 

imagined surveillance. 

d. Researcher will apply moral reasoning theory (Rest et al., 

1999) as a foundation for interpreting the imagined 

surveillance phenomenon from the perspective of cognitive 

psychology. 

Problem 

Statement 

It is not known academics in the United States describe their social 

media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance.  

Sample & 

Location 

a. Location: United States 

b. Target Population: Academics (e.g., faculty, researchers, 

administrators, graduate students) 

c. Sample: Members of the two academic professional organizations 

that are focused on issues of academic freedom and speech; snowball 

sample will extend out from the research sites through referrals 

Research 

Questions 

R1: How do academics describe the construction of social media self-

presentations in the context of imagined surveillance? 

R2: How do academics describe the influence of imagined surveillance 

on their personal social media self-presentations? 

Describe 

Phenomena 

Social media self-presentation in the context of imagined surveillance 

describes how individuals perceive the potential scrutiny their social 

media might receive, and how this influences self-presentation practices 

(Duffy & Chan, 2019). 

Method & 

Design 
The methodology is qualitative. The design is descriptive. 

Purpose 

Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study is to explore how 

academics in the United States describe their social media self-

presentation in the context of imagined surveillance. 

Data 

Collection 

Approach 

a. The researcher will obtain approval from chair, committee, AQR, and 

IRB before collecting any data. 

b. The researcher will obtain approval from the research site before 

collecting data 

c. Semi-structured interviews (12-15) and online questionnaire (40) 

based in part on protocol used in similar study (Duffy & Chan, 2019) 



514 

 

d. Field testing of interview guide and questionnaire conducted prior to 

data collection with 2-3 people who fit sample criteria but will not be 

participants. 

e. Questionnaire will be administered anonymously online via Survey 

Monkey, and participants recruited by an email sent to research site. 

Informed consent obtained on opening screen and affirmed before the 

survey can be accessed. 

f. Interviewees will be recruited directly using snowball sampling, 

beginning with research site, until saturation is reached. Interviews 

will last approx. 1 hour, conducted via phone or videoconferencing, 

recorded and transcribed. Informed consent obtained in writing prior 

to conducting interviews. 

g. Demographic questions regarding age, sex, race, and academic role 

will be collected for screening purposes and to describe the sample. 

Data 

Analysis 

Approach 

a. Data collected from the online questionnaire and interviews will be 

utilized to address both research questions. 

b. Interviews and questionnaire responses transcribed and prepared for 

analysis. 

c. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) will be conducted on the 

text of interviews and questionnaires, generating codes and themes to 

address both RQs 

d. Code book and reflexive notes kept to provide audit trail for the 

process 

e. Narrative and visual summary of results developed across RQs 

f. Descriptive statistics will summarize demographic data and 

questionnaire responses. 
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