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ABSTRACT
This work looks into the current state of sharing ephemeral versus
permanent content on common social media platforms. Previous research has indicated that ephemerality of content, content that has
an expiration date or time, can support users’ identity construction.
However, not much is known about whether current ephemeral
interactions on social media are successful in doing so, or whether
there are ephemerality-related design opportunities for social media platforms that can improve identity expression. In an 8-day
qualitative diary study, participants reported when they posted on
social media, and responded to questions about the type of content
they shared, their motivation, and the content’s ideal duration. We
discuss our fndings about short-term and long-term ephemerality
as part of the social media experience, and the potential impact on
the evolving identities of teenagers and young adults.
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INTRODUCTION

Permanently documented content has been the default across social media platforms since their rise. Previous work has shown
that content permanence has many advantages, such as sustaining
knowledge over time, supporting communication, and growing
content [14]. In recent years, however, social media have also introduced ephemerality of digital content, where people can share
content that has an expiration date and eventually disappears. This
alternative was followed by research, which resulted in a better
understanding of the value of forgetting and being forgotten [4].
For example, previous work has shown that ephemerality has
the potential to enable users to share more spontaneously, and to
provide a space for individuals to explore and evolve their identity [4, 6, 10]. However, it also showed that current social media does
not fully realize this potential [4]. Not much is known about how,
exactly, social media platforms should best leverage ephemerality
and their current platforms to fully support for identity exploration.
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The goal of this research efort is to provide initial indication on
opportunities within this design space.
We conducted an 8-day diary study with teenagers and young
adults to better understand the current role of ephemerality in
content sharing on social media, and to identify new ephemeralityrelated design opportunities. Participants in the study were asked
to share occurrences in which they posted on social media, or
events in which they considered doing so, and for any type of post—
both ephemeral and non-ephemeral ones. We were particularly
interested in learning about why participants desired ephemerality
for some content (commonly using “Stories” features on social
media platforms—a feature that allows to share content only for
the duration of 24 hours), and its potential impact on their selfperception and presentation.
Our fndings surface two opportunities for ephemerality changes
in design: Short-term and long-term ephemerality. Our main fnding is regarding short-term ephemerality. We fnd that the current
convention of 24 hours for ephemeral content does not necessarily
provide a care-free space for young individuals to explore selfpresentations—participants perceived that 24 hours is long enough
for almost all their followers to see. In contrast, our fndings suggest evidence that shorter ephemerality, of 6-12 hours, may limit
exposure and better support identity exploration. For example, participants may attempt to share content that is diferent to what
they usually share, revealing and “trying out” new parts of their
evolving identity.
Long-term ephemerality suggests to add an “expiration date”
to content that is currently designed as permanent, for example,
content on social media “Feeds.” This feature exists on the WeChat
platform that is widespread in South-East Asia. We examine the
potential to extend this design choice to young audiences primarily
in the United States, and on other social media platforms. We fnd
that teenagers and young adults experience identity change over
their time on social media, which creates a growing need to delete
or archive previous, permanent content. Automatic archiving could
mitigate concerns and cognitive efort of thinking about what is
publicly shared about oneself at every given moment.
We conclude with recommendations for both short-term and
long-term ephemerality for current social media platforms with
large adoption by teenagers and young adults. We discuss how
platforms can provide young audiences with the ability to forget
and be forgotten, and thus give their digital identities space to
change and evolve. Finally, we discuss some of the limitations and
potential tradeofs of doing so.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Ephemerality, based on the Greek word ephemeros (lasting but
one day), has been a key aspect of the widely used Snapchat and
Instagram Stories features since their launch. A recent data analysis
showed that ephemeral content, content that eventually disappears,
was the number one contributor to continued use of Stories on
Instagram [8].
In the literature we fnd two main categories that defne ephemerality of digital content: “short-term ephemerality,” a term we use
to refer to content that can be viewed for up to 24 hours before
it expires, and “long-term ephemerality,” a term we use to refer
to content that is semi-permanent, and that can last for several
months before it is no longer publicly available.

2.1

Short-Term Ephemerality

Ephemerality keeps the volume of content on social media from getting overwhelming, and can reduce both mental load and physical
load on the device’s memory [13]. It gives a sense of timeliness—
Stories are where users expect to see the most recent information
about the people and things they care about. The sense of timeliness likely comes from both Stories’ ephemerality and the type of
content that is being shared [15].
Previous research pointed out that on the one hand, ephemerality on social media encourages users to share a broader, deeper
and more diverse range of topics on social media due to its temporality [12]. On the other hand, it is not without concern of losing
valuable content. In interviews about Stories use, some participants
indicated that they frequently forget to save content on Snapchat,
for example, and later regret it. Some even mentioned switching
to other social media platforms to avoid potential loss of social
information [12].
In recent years however, it seems that sharing on social media
platforms has become a more careful and self-aware practice [7, 10].
Several reasons, described in a recent study about the social media
platform “WeChat,” may have contributed to this change [7]: (1)
People’s networks have expanded and diversifed beyond their
close circles, making them more aware of what they are posting; (2)
People mature over the years and tend to perceive their previous
sharing habits as “silly” and “childish”; (3) People feel that too
much information is no longer appreciated on social media and is
bothersome, and therefore they have learned to “talk less. [7]”
Gofman theorized that self-presentation is like a “front stage,”
where people can present themselves based on their environment’s
norms, context and expectations. To continue this metaphor, Gofman has also describes a “backstage.” This is where people might
“rehearse,” and more freely explore their identity, without having
to worry about their self-presentation and judgement of others [6].
It seems that ephemeral social media was able to initially provide
a “backstage” for users, but recent research suggests that current
interactions on social media do not quite address the need for this
kind of exploratory environment. Rather, research revealed that
while Stories’ ephemerality allows some opportunity to reconsider
one’s self-presentation, it is neither truly “backstage” nor a polished
“front stage.” Instead, it is described through the metaphor of an improvisational performance [10]—is is not as structured and “perfect”
as a front stage, but also far from being “backstage.”

From this we can conclude that for young people, the need to
“rehearse” a range of content types, and fgure out the current
identity they desire when they present themselves on digital media
is only addressed to a limited capacity [10]. We focus on this need
as a goal for designing ephemeral interactions.

2.2

Long-term Ephemerality

The term “long-term ephemerality” addresses the opportunity to
make some content ephemeral over a longer period of time (for
example, to have some content disappear after a few weeks or
months online). This is an approach that intends to counter data
longevity and the feeling that anything that is posted online is
going to last forever. Previous work has supported the relationship
between ephemerality and privacy, showing that data longevity
raises a sense of uncertainty and risk [1], especially privacy-related
risk [11]. Some research suggested that participants had a stronger
sense of privacy when content was automatically removed from
public view by default [15]
Research by Bayer and colleagues also showed that Snapchat
ephemeral messages were successful in addressing people’s need to
“go of record.” Messaging on Snapchat was perceived as somewhat
similar to face-to-face interactions in that you could only experience
them once, in real time [2].
Finally, scholars have previously argued that automatic data
persistence can lead to confict within the perception of one’s own
identity. While individuals are likely to change their self-perception
over time, data longevity tends to fxate the narrative about past
selves in a particular way, and gives their community the ability to
look back into one’s history, also fxating on the same narrative [9].
A recent case-study examined the “Time Limit” feature that is
available for WeChat Moments users [7]. This setting provides a
form of “long-term ephemerality” on users’ profles, where users
can decide how far back others can see on their profles: 3 days, 1
month, 6 months or forever. The study showed that this feature was
used by WeChat users to resolve inconsistencies between their old
and current self-presentation; it allowed them to feel more control
over their content and desired self-presentation by removing older
content from public view, but still keeping a private record for
themselves. This design strikes the balance between supporting
users’ need to express their identity and their need to maintain an
archive of previous experiences [7]. In our work we examine how
long-term ephemerality on popular social media platforms might
play out and be perceived by participants.

3

METHOD

In order to examine the relationship between ephemerality and content and the impact of ephemerality on identity, we used the qualitative and exploratory method of a diary study. In diary studies, participants are given either a digital or a physical diary with instructions
to make “entries” about a particular topic. It allows people to refect on specifc behaviors in-context, and share with researchers
when a relevant moment appears, as opposed to more recall-based
data collection formats. We conducted the study through an online
platform designed specifcally for digital diary studies (dscout), and
enables researchers to recruit, run the procedure and analyze the
data on a single platform [5].
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In our study, for a duration of 8 days, participants were asked
to make a “diary entry” in a digital diary when they either posted
something on social media, or considered posting but decide not
to. Participants were asked to upload the content that they shared
on social media as part of their digital diary entry, and to refect
on some aspects of their behavior, such as why they posted on
the platform they posted to, what responses they hope to receive,
and what would be the ideal duration for this content if they could
change it. Participants were required to make at least three entries
in total throughout their 8-day study participation.
In addition to the diary portion of the study, we followed up with
semi-structured interviews with 7 participants to clarify, deepen,
and better understand some of the fndings. For example, we asked
participants what kind of content is included in most of their “Story”
posts and why they think that is, or we asked them what content
that is shared by others they enjoy most. The interviews were
conducted remotely through video calls.

3.1

Participants

We recruited 45 participants for this study from the dscout platform participant pool. Participants were asked to answer a short
screener to ensure they fall within the targeted population for this
study. We screened for participants who were active on social media (posted at least once every two weeks), and participants who
use Instagram regularly, as this was the platform we focused on
for this diary study. We also aimed to recruit participants who use
the “Stories” feature on other popular social media platforms, to
better understand when ephemerality is used and for what type of
content. We selected the fnal group of participants to be diverse
based on self-reported factors such as location, age, gender, social
media usage, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Participants were
monetarily compensated for their participation.
Seventeen participants were teenagers between the ages of 14-17
(m = 16.12), and 28 participants were young adults, ages 18-24 (m
= 20.32). All COPA guidelines for participants under the age of 18
were followed, and parental consent was collected. Twenty-fve
participants self-identifed as female, 19 participants self-identifed
as male, and one participant self-identifed as non-binary. Slightly
more than half of participants were based in the United States (24
participants), while the rest were sampled from across the world:
Canada (6), Brazil (4), UK (3), Australia (2), Poland (1), Portugal (1),
Germany (1), Spain (1), Mexico (1) and Guatemala (1).

3.2

Procedure

Once a diverse set of participants was selected, they were invited to
begin our virtual diary study. Participants had to complete a total of
three parts of the study: (1) An introductory questionnaire where
they were asked about their habits on social media; (2) a week-long
logging activity every time they posted on social media, or considered posting but decided not to (at least 3 entries were required); (c)
a concluding entry about their experience, that included refecting
on the content they posted during the week of logging activity.
All participants opted into participation after receiving detailed
information about this procedure, and agreed to share some of the
content they uploaded to social media as part of the study.
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After being selected, participants were invited to begin the study
online as soon as they were ready. In the frst, introductory entry,
they were asked about the frequency of their social media use, how
they use the diferent platforms and features, and what kind of
content they typically post.
The majority of data was submitted in the second part of the
study. For this part, participants were asked to upload “diary entries”
with content that they had uploaded to social media, and to share
their refection on it. First, they were asked to either take a snapshot
of their post (for images), or take a video recording of their post (for
videos). They were then asked to video record themselves (“selfevideo”) and discuss why they posted the content they posted, and
why they selected that specifc medium. Finally, participants were
asked to answer a few more brief questions about the post, such as,
“what would be the ideal duration for this kind of content?”, “what
is the best response you expect for the content you posted?” and
“what is the worst response that you expect for the content you
posted?.” All participants posted between 3-6 entries for part two
of the study (M = 3.44 entries).
In the last part, participants were asked to review and refect
on their social media posts throughout this week. Some questions
included: “which post were you most satisfed with?”, “during this
week, did you delete any content after posting it?”, and “did you
save any of the content you posted onto your phone?”.
This 3-part diary study resulted in a total of 156 posts on social media by participants, and a total of 247 diary entries. Over
the course of 8 days, the primary researcher was in contact with
participants through direct messages on the diary study platform.
Participants could ask clarifcation questions at any time. Occasionally, the researcher sent participants reminders to ensure they
spread out their entry uploads throughout the duration of the study.

3.3

Follow-up Interviews

After the diary study was completed, 7 participants were asked to
participate in remote, one-on-one interviews with the researcher
for additional compensation. Participants were selected based on a
combination of diversity, availability, and the depth and clarity of
refections they shared during the diary study portion. During the
interviews, participants were asked to further elaborate on some of
their choices throughout the study, as well as additional questions
about how they share and consume social media.

3.4

Analysis

The data for analysis consisted of verbal responses, written responses, and interview data (we did not conduct a content analysis
screenshots and videos participants shared). All verbal responses
were transcribed and analyzed together with written responses
using a thematic coding approach [3] to identify themes—we used
an inductive approach to crystallize a set of codes, continued with
a combined inductive and deductive approach to fnd new codes,
and lastly used a deductive approach for a fnal review of the data.

4

FINDINGS

We report our fndings in two categories: Finding on short-term
ephemerality on social media, and fndings on long-term ephemerality on social media.
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4.1

Short-Term Ephemerality

26.6% of participants expressed a desire to share the content they
shared for the default 24 hours for a shorter duration of about 612 hours (12 participants from the total n=45, and for 19 posts in
total.) The rest of participants felt comfortable with the current 24
hour time-frame for the content they uploaded, claiming it is just
long enough for others to see. Participants were not interested in
ephemerally that is shorter than 6 hours.
The fact that a quarter of participants desired an option of 6-12
hours in this short 8-day study period suggests an unanswered
need for including ephemerality that is shorter than the standard
24 hour option, but longer than alternative social media content
that last seconds or minutes.
When looking deeper into instances where a 6-12 hour duration
was preferred, participants suggested three primary reasons: First,
some participants said that posting for a shorter period of time
would seem more in the moment and more exclusive than a 24 hour
post [P36]. [P03] explained that she just wanted to share a small
moment, an insignifcant part of her day. Thus, the ideal time for it
would be only a few hours. P30 mentioned that the video she shared
was intended to make other people laugh, so it doesn’t need a lot
of time to be seen by as many people as possible. Most participants
agreed that while they assume many of their friends will see their
content, it is not important for them that everyone sees it.
Another common reasoning for wanting shorter ephemerality
was using same-day logic—for example, when a user shared something in the morning, it made sense for them that the content would
last until the end of the day. For example, [P03] shared a photo from
brunch, and said that having it around the next day wouldn’t make
much sense.
Finally, participants desired shorter ephemerality when the content itself felt particularly personal. [P21] shared a funny selfe that
he had to take due to a lost bet with his friends. The participant said
that the content is very personal, which is why for this purpose, he
would prefer to be able to limit the time for shorter than 24 hours.
The common aspect of all the content that participants desired
to share for shorter periods of time was that it was personal content
about them, about their life, or their activities (rather than content
about others or about the news, which constituted 52% of all social
media posts shared in this study.) The content that participants
wanted to share for a shorter duration was always personal, and
frequently silly or intimate. This suggests that shorter ephemerality
with limited exposure (but not too limited), could be benefcial
for “improvisational performance” [10] and exploration of new
identities or intimate moments that individuals felt too self-aware
to share for a longer, 24-hour, duration.
Another fnding that aligns with this insight is that several participants who did not post content but considered doing so, said
that the ideal duration would have been 6-12 hours long. Participants explained that the content did not seem important enough
[P04] or that they worried their friends would judge them [P17].
[P08] recalled a time when she posted a Story that asked others
for music recommendations, after convincing herself not the be
shy about it. However, a short while after posting she still felt selfaware, and decided to delete it, although she felt there is some
shame associated with doing so. Shorter ephemerality could allow

users to express new interactions and under-explored aspects of
their changing identity through social media, without having to
delete content prior to its intended expiration time (which was
often accompanied by discomfort and even shame).

4.2

Long-Term Ephemerality

Teenagers and young adults report experiencing change over time
on social media, and a growing need to delete permanent content
as their identity evolves. Our fndings echo previous work that
found value in long-term ephemerality on the WeChat Moments
platform, and extends this value to users in the United States and in
other parts of the world, and across other, more visual social media
platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat.
[P08] described how her teenage self used to post a lot of content,
almost everything that had happened to her. Going into high school
and seeing others’ behaviors made her come to the conclusion
that “oversharing” is perceived negatively. She therefore deleted
previous content, and changed her sharing behavior from then on.
Similarly, P31 admitted to occasionally going on a “deletion spree”
of old content, for example, from middle school. P40 detailed his
own experience with old content deletion. After beginning high
school, he looked back and felt embarrassed at the content he had
on his profle. He decided nobody should be able to see this content
anymore, and deleted it all. Participants were especially prone to
“bulk deleting” content during life or location transitions, when they
expected to meet many new people on a daily basis and have some
shift in their perceived (and shared) identity (such as transitioning
to a new school, from middle school to high school, or from high
school to college.)
These fndings support an opportunity for “long-term ephemerality” for all social media content. Evidence suggests that introducing
long-term ephemerality, where individuals can set an expiration
date to automatically archive all content (e.g., after 3 months), can
better support the evolving identities of teenagers and young adults.
Participants not only described having to go through old content
to delete large amounts of posts, but also sometimes being shocked
by what is “out there” and quickly deleting with a strong sense of
embarrassment for not noticing earlier. Long-term ephemerality is
promising to help reduce the anxiety and mental load that comes
with having to always track and groom their public online identity.
That said, an alternative might be to provide people with reminders to review older content—more research is needed to identify which approach would better support young individuals and
their evolving identities.

5

DISCUSSION AND DESIGN
OPPORTUNITIES

In this work, we identifed fndings about how short-term and longterm ephemerality can be put to better use to support the evolving
identities of teenagers and young adults.
Participants indicated that Story ephemerality is valuable to
post content that they do not permanently want on their profles.
However, the current 24 hour ephemerality model on Instagram
and Snapchat is perceived as quite long—long enough for all participants’ followers, or at least most of their followers to be able
to view. Some participants suggested that shorter ephemerality,

Hashtag-Forget: Using Social Media Ephemerality
to Support Evolving Identities

that would ideally last between 6-12 hours, might be better for
attempting new kinds of content sharing—personal content, “socially risky” content (such as something silly or private), or simply
content that is perceived as “in-the-moment.” Participants viewed
limited ephemerality as a means to not only constrain the audience
quantity due to the more limited time window, but also to constrain
the audience proximity. This is because participants assumed that
their closest fends and family will view their content as soon as
they see it is available, while more distant circles are more likely to
delay viewing their content.
Design Recommendation: We suggest that an option to share
on social media for a shorter duration (for 6-12 hours) might better support personal content and identity exploration, and that it
would allow individuals to organically share with their closer social
circles. Less than 6 hours was mostly perceived as “disappearing
content,” which usually serves a diferent purpose. Thus, 6-12 hour
sharing is likely to work best for identity exploration on platforms
that already have a similar time-frame for content (24 hours), such
as social media Stories.
Second, participants indicated that much of their “permanent”
content, content that they post on their Instagram Feed for example,
has to be reviewed and “groomed” from time to time. Occasionally,
participants go on “deletion sprees” and delete many photos at once.
They also expressed a sense of embarrassment when they realized
old content that no longer represents them is still available for
others to view. We see an opportunity here to explore and enable
long-term ephemerality for all permanent content on social media.
By allowing participants to set an expiration date for all content,
after which it is automatically archived, social media platforms
can better support users’ constantly evolving identities, especially
teenagers and young adults. This could be particularly important
in “life transition” moments.
Our work suggests initial evidence that long-term ephemerality
can positively impact young people’s experience on social media.
Future research can shed light on the experience of using possible
long-term ephemerality features on one’s own content.
Design Recommendation: We believe that a long-term ephemerality feature for all social media content can help relieve some of
the anxiety young people face due to maintaining awareness of
what content is publicly shared at every given moment and on
every platform, and what that might portray about their identity.
This idea should be examined in the context of current permanent
content on social media, primarily social media “feeds.”
While our fndings suggest that interactions of ephemerality are
positive for social media content, they are not without drawbacks.
First, prior literature highlights some of the positive aspects of data
longevity, such as sustaining knowledge over time and supporting
interpersonal communication [14]. Second, Cardell explains about
ephemerality that “this kind of self-narration might seem as if it
ofers freedom from surveillance, publicness, and the archival nature
of other social media forums. But how free can you feel when you are
compelled to log on each day to quell the anxiety of losing your streak
or missing out on content with a tight expiration date?” [4]. In other
words, ephemerality also introduces stress around socially “missing
out,” and creates a sense of urgency. This could be exacerbated if
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some content lasts even less than 24 hours. Thus, more work is
required to better understand which of the two has stronger efects,
and to explore interaction design opportunities to mitigate the
negative consequences of “the fear of missing out” of short-living
social media content.
To summarize, ephemerality is an important component for social media content and for supporting young people’s evolving identities, both through short-term exploration and through limiting
long-term documentation. We hope that the fndings presented here
will encourage social media platforms to embrace data ephemerality, and to give their users more opportunities to change and evolve
over time.
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