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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the profound influence of social media on contemporary language use and identity
formation through a sociolinguistic lens. As digital platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok
become primary spaces for communication, they foster new linguistic norms characterized by informality,
code-switching, multimodality, and innovation. Simultaneously, these platforms enable users to construct
and negotiate personal and group identities in real time, often through performative and strategic language
practices. Drawing on discourse analysis of social media content and existing sociolinguistic theory, this
study highlights how online interaction reshapes linguistic behavior and facilitates the dynamic expression
of cultural, social, and individual identities. The findings underscore social media’s role as both a linguistic
laboratory and a site of identity performance in the digital age.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the last two decades, social media has evolved from a niche internet activity to a central element
of global communication. As of 2024, over 4.95 billion people—more than 60% of the world’s
population—actively use social media platforms such as TikTok, Twitter (now X), Instagram,
Facebook, and Snapchat (DataReportal, 2024). These platforms not only mediate everyday
interpersonal communication but also shape cultural discourse, political engagement, and identity
formation on a global scale. The linguistic implications of this transformation have become a core
concern in contemporary sociolinguistics, which seeks to understand the relationship between
language and social behavior.

Social media presents a unique linguistic environment, one that is informal, fast-paced,
multimodal, and shaped by affordances such as character limits, algorithmic feedback, hashtags,
and reply threads. Users are no longer passive consumers of media; they are content creators,
micro-influencers, activists, and performers of identity, often deploying highly strategic language
use to engage specific audiences. In this digital ecology, language is not merely a tool for
communication but also a resource for meaning-making, group alignment, and social positioning.
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Therefore, the central concern of this study is to explore how language use on social media
platforms reflects and reshapes individual and group identities.

1.1. The Sociolinguistic Relevance of Social Media

Sociolinguistics has traditionally focused on the variation of language across geographic regions,
social classes, and ethnic groups (Labov, 1972; Trudgill, 2000). However, the rise of digital
communication has necessitated a shift in focus. As Androutsopoulos (2014) argues, the internet—
particularly social media—has become a “linguistic marketplace” where new norms, codes, and
registers emerge. Digital platforms support the blending of spoken and written language styles,
creating what is often termed “written speech” (Tagg, 2015). This hybrid discourse challenges
traditional linguistic boundaries and introduces novel forms of variation and identity performance.
Recent studies have emphasized the importance of online platforms in shaping language use
among youth and multilingual communities. For instance, Seargeant and Tagg (2021) highlight
how digital environments facilitate translingual practices—the flexible movement between
languages and semiotic resources—which reflect users' complex identities. These practices are
particularly prominent in diasporic and bilingual communities, where individuals creatively mix
languages to express belonging, resistance, or humor (Garcia & Wei, 2014; Lee & Barton, 2020).
1.2. Language Innovation and Informality Online

One of the most prominent features of language on social media is its informality and
innovativeness. Social media users often manipulate orthography, grammar, and punctuation to
achieve stylistic and emotional effects. The rise of abbreviations (e.g., “idk,” “tbh,” “smh”),
emojis, memes, and hashtags represents a broader shift toward multimodal communication (Kress,
2010; Georgakopoulou, 2021). These elements not only convey semantic content but also perform
affective and interpersonal functions.

Moreover, linguistic innovation on social media is driven by virality and platform affordances. For
example, TikTok’s short-form video format and audio remixing tools have fostered a unique
culture of trending catchphrases and “sound bites,” which are often recycled and recontextualized
across users and communities (Abidin, 2021). Such trends influence spoken language offline,
creating feedback loops between digital and real-world communication (Zappavigna, 2022).

In addition, algorithmic visibility shapes language use in strategic ways. Users often optimize their
content—Iinguistically and visually—for greater engagement, leading to the rise of performative
and attention-driven discourse (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Hashtags and keywords function as tools
for indexing identity and community, often aligning users with specific political, cultural, or social
movements (e.g., #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo, #GenZ).

1.3. Identity Construction and Performance

Identity in sociolinguistics is increasingly understood not as a fixed attribute but as a fluid,
performative process (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). On social media, identity is curated, displayed, and
negotiated through linguistic and semiotic choices. Users craft multiple personas across platforms,
adjusting their style, tone, and content based on context and audience—a phenomenon known as
audience design (Bell, 1984; Page, 2018). For example, the language one uses on LinkedIn often
contrasts sharply with the informal, meme-inflected tone of TikTok or Twitter.

Digital identities are also shaped by platform cultures. TikTok users often engage in ironic self-
presentation and hyperbolic humor, while Instagram promotes polished, aesthetically curated
narratives. These conventions influence not only what users post but also how they linguistically
frame their experiences. Georgakopoulou (2021) introduces the concept of “small stories” to
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describe how users narrate identity in fragmented, episodic formats, often through comments,
captions, or video snippets.
Importantly, online identity performance is not without constraints. Norms, algorithms, and
community guidelines influence the range of acceptable self-expression. Moreover, intersectional
identities—such as those shaped by race, gender, sexuality, and nationality—may face
marginalization or amplification depending on platform dynamics (Noble, 2018; Bailey et al.,
2020). Thus, the linguistic strategies employed online are not merely personal choices but are
situated within broader socio-political structures.
1.4. Gaps and Objectives of the Present Study
Despite growing interest in digital sociolinguistics, several gaps remain. First, much of the existing
research focuses on specific platforms or demographic groups in isolation. There is a need for
comparative analysis that considers multiple platforms and their distinct linguistic cultures.
Second, while the theoretical implications of language change and identity performance are well
documented, there is limited empirical analysis of how these dynamics unfold in everyday user
interaction. Third, rapid changes in platform design and user behavior call for continual updates
in research to remain relevant.
This study addresses these gaps by conducting a cross-platform discourse analysis of language use
and identity construction on TikTok, Twitter, and Instagram. It draws from a diverse dataset
comprising user-generated content, including hashtags, captions, comments, and memes.
OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The objective is to examine:

1. How language is used creatively and strategically on social media;

2. How multilingual and hybrid forms of expression reflect complex identities;

3. How users perform and negotiate identity within the constraints and affordances of

platform-specific cultures.

By doing so, this research contributes to the broader understanding of how language and identity
are being redefined in the digital age. It builds on foundational theories in sociolinguistics while
incorporating insights from media studies, digital ethnography, and discourse analysis.
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
Social media has revolutionized how language is used and how identities are performed,
negotiated, and interpreted. As a result, it has become a central concern for scholars in
sociolinguistics, discourse studies, digital communication, and media theory. The literature reflects
a growing body of interdisciplinary work that explores the evolving relationship between language
and identity in digitally mediated contexts. This review synthesizes current academic research
across five interrelated domains: (1) the emergence of digital vernaculars, (2) multilingualism and
code-switching online, (3) identity performance in social media environments, (4) platform-
specific language practices, and (5) the sociopolitical dimensions of digital identity and discourse.
2.1 Emergence of Digital Vernaculars and Linguistic Innovation
The widespread adoption of social media has generated new varieties of language referred to as
“digital vernaculars” or “Netspeak” (Crystal, 2001; Tagg, 2015). These vernaculars are
characterized by informality, creativity, and a hybridization of written and spoken modes. Early
studies such as Danet & Herring (2007) focused on email and instant messaging, noting the
emergence of novel orthographic conventions, such as excessive punctuation, abbreviations, and
emoticons. As platforms have diversified, so too have linguistic practices. Twitter, with its 280-
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character limit, gave rise to concise, punchy language structures, often accompanied by hashtags
for thematic emphasis (Page, 2012; Zappavigna, 2015).

Recent work emphasizes the multimodal nature of digital vernaculars. Georgakopoulou (2021)
identifies how users across platforms blend text, image, video, emojis, and GIFs to create meaning.
These multimodal combinations allow for emotional nuance and identity signaling beyond
traditional language forms. Kress (2010) and Jewitt (2017) argue that communication is
increasingly shaped by semiotic choices, not just linguistic ones—a trend especially visible on
platforms like TikTok and Instagram, where visuals dominate and language functions as a
supplementary tool.

Furthermore, linguistic creativity is often driven by virality and memetic culture. Shifman (2014)
conceptualizes internet memes as units of cultural transmission that rely on repetition and
variation. Language within memes often involves exaggerated forms of grammar, irony, and
cultural references—elements that contribute to emergent online dialects like "Gen Z speak™ or
"Stan Twitter language” (Potts, 2018). These emergent dialects are fluid, ephemeral, and highly
context-dependent, reflecting the rapid evolution of digital discourse.

2.2 Multilingualism, Code-Switching, and Translingual Practices

Digital environments are inherently global, enabling interaction across linguistic boundaries. This
has facilitated multilingualism and code-switching, which are now standard communicative
strategies on platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram, especially among diaspora
communities. Early studies on digital code-switching focused on formal online forums
(Androutsopoulos, 2006), but more recent research shows how casual, performative code-
switching is central to identity expression on social media.

Garcia and Wei (2014) introduced the concept of translanguaging, which describes how bilingual
and multilingual users fluidly draw on their full linguistic repertoires in communicative acts.
Rather than treating languages as discrete systems, translanguaging views linguistic practice as
integrative and adaptive. In social media contexts, translanguaging is often used for humor,
cultural affirmation, or audience targeting.

Sebba et al. (2012) documented how young users in the UK switch between English and Caribbean
creoles or South Asian languages to signal group affiliation or urban identity. Similarly, Lee and
Barton (2020) demonstrated how Korean migrant women in the UK used KakaoTalk and Facebook
to alternate between Korean, English, and emojis to manage familial and social roles. These
practices are not just linguistic but deeply socio-emotional and tied to self-representation in digital
spaces.

Moreover, the visibility of code-switching and multilingualism on platforms such as TikTok or
YouTube allows for the mainstreaming of previously marginalized languages or dialects. This
visibility contributes to linguistic innovation, enabling “glocal” identities that combine local
linguistic elements with global digital styles (Leppanen & Hakkinen, 2012).

2.3 Language and Identity Performance on Social Media

The conceptualization of identity as performative (Butler, 1990) and interactionally constructed
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005) has found strong resonance in social media research. On digital platforms,
users do not merely express a pre-existing identity; they construct and curate their identities
through stylized language choices, hashtags, visual aesthetics, and platform behaviors. Goffman’s
(1959) dramaturgical model has often been adapted to digital contexts, where profiles, stories,
tweets, and videos act as stages for identity performance.

874



JALT

ISSN E: 2709-8273

ISSN P:2709-8265
JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL

A JOURNAL OIF APPLIED \V/ol.8. N0.2.2025

LINGUISTICS AND
FESOL

Marwick and boyd (2011) introduced the concept of context collapse to describe how diverse
audiences converge in a single online space, leading users to adapt their language and content to
manage impression and ambiguity. In response, users engage in audience design (Bell, 1984),
using language to address particular imagined audiences and maintain consistency with platform
norms.

For instance, Instagram users may use aspirational, polished captions with lifestyle photos to
perform professionalism or idealized femininity (Duffy & Hund, 2019), while TikTok users may
embrace irony, self-deprecation, and exaggerated slang to participate in youth subcultures (Abidin,
2021). Hashtags such as #BlackGirlMagic or #LatinxExcellence allow users to align with specific
identity categories while building visibility and solidarity (Williams & Gonlin, 2021).

Further, Georgakopoulou (2017) proposes the notion of “small stories”—micro-narratives
embedded in everyday digital posts—that reveal ongoing identity construction. These stories may
take the form of status updates, Snapchat captions, or TikTok skits, each contributing to how users
present themselves over time. Thus, identity on social media is not static but emerges through a
continuous process of discursive interaction and adaptation.

2.4 Platform Cultures and Linguistic Constraints

Each social media platform has its own technological affordances (boyd, 2014) and cultural
conventions, which shape linguistic behavior. Twitter (now X) prioritizes brevity, wit, and real-
time commentary, while Instagram emphasizes visual curation and aesthetic coherence. TikTok,
with its algorithmic content discovery, short-form video format, and audio remixing tools,
encourages mimicry and performative creativity.

Papacharissi (2015) describes social media platforms as “affective publics,” where emotions,
language, and technology converge to produce specific modes of discourse. These affective
dimensions influence not just what people say, but how they say it. For example, the rise of
“finstas” (fake Instagram accounts) among teenagers reveals how linguistic styles shift according
to platform and audience: real Instagram accounts may feature polished language and visuals,
while finstas allow for raw, humorous, or emotionally vulnerable content (Duffy et al., 2020).
Linguistic studies increasingly take a platform-sensitive approach, acknowledging that discourse
practices cannot be divorced from the technological and algorithmic environment in which they
occur (Tagg & Seargeant, 2019). For instance, TikTok’s “For You Page” rewards virality and trend
adoption, leading users to replicate trending phrases, sounds, and captions to gain visibility. Such
algorithmically driven language use represents a new dimension of audience engagement and
stylistic adaptation.

2.5 Sociopolitical Dimensions of Language and Identity Online

Social media is not a neutral space; it reflects and reproduces power structures, cultural norms, and
social inequalities. Scholars have highlighted how linguistic practices online intersect with issues
of race, gender, class, and sexuality. For example, the appropriation of African American
Vernacular English (AAVE) by non-Black users on TikTok and Twitter has raised concerns about
cultural appropriation and linguistic commodification (Alim, 2021; Cutler, 2022).

At the same time, marginalized communities have used digital platforms to assert visibility and
challenge dominant narratives. Hashtag movements like #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo
demonstrate how language can be mobilized for activism, solidarity, and public discourse (Jackson
et al., 2020). These movements often generate new linguistic forms—such as slogans, chants, and
taglines—that circulate widely and influence broader language use.
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Digital platforms also facilitate identity policing and language ideologies, where users enforce
perceived norms around "authentic” identity expression. For instance, linguistic profiling may
occur based on accent, dialect, or grammar, leading to discrimination or exclusion online (Noble,
2018). Therefore, language on social media is a site of ideological contestation, where norms are
negotiated, challenged, or reinforced.
The intersection of algorithmic bias and linguistic diversity is another critical issue. Studies show
that algorithms may underrepresent or suppress content written in non-standard varieties or
minority languages (Binns et al., 2020), contributing to digital inequality. Consequently,
sociolinguists must attend not only to linguistic forms but also to the structural conditions under
which they circulate.
3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative, cross-platform discourse analysis approach to examine how
language is used on social media to construct, perform, and negotiate identity. Grounded in
sociolinguistic and discourse theory, the study collected and analyzed publicly available user-
generated content from three major platforms—Twitter (X), TikTok, and Instagram—between
January and March 2025. These platforms were selected for their contrasting affordances and user
demographics, enabling a comparative analysis of linguistic practices across text-dominant, video-
centric, and image-oriented environments.
The dataset consists of 150 Twitter posts, 50 TikTok video comment threads, and 75 Instagram
captions, selected using purposive sampling based on hashtags and trends associated with identity
discourse (e.g., #BlackGirlMagic, #LGBTQ+, #CodeSwitching). The data were manually coded
for instances of linguistic creativity (e.g., memes, abbreviations, emojis), code-switching or
translanguaging (e.g., English-Spanish hybrid captions), and explicit identity markers (e.g.,
hashtags, references to race/gender/ethnicity). The analysis followed a grounded thematic
approach (Charmaz, 2014), identifying patterns in how users employ language to signal affiliation,
emotion, and sociocultural positioning. Multimodal elements such as emojis, GIFs, and
audiovisual cues were also examined in relation to the linguistic content to capture the full
spectrum of identity performance.
To ensure validity and transparency, triangulation was achieved through cross-platform
comparisons and inter-coder agreement for thematic categories. Ethical considerations were
prioritized by using only publicly available data and anonymizing usernames and identifying
details. The chosen methodology is well-suited to capture the nuanced and performative nature of
language on social media, especially in contexts where identity is continuously constructed
through everyday interaction. By linking each research question to distinct data layers and
platforms, the study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of how sociolinguistic practices
evolve and adapt in the dynamic, algorithm-driven ecosystems of digital communication.

4. DATA ANALYSIS
The analysis of data collected from Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok reveals rich insights into how
language functions on social media as a creative, identity-expressive tool. The content was coded
into key thematic categories aligned with the study’s three research questions: (1) linguistic
creativity and strategy, (2) multilingualism and hybrid expression, and (3) identity performance
and platform-specific behaviors.
4.1 Linguistic Creativity and Strategic Language Use (RQ1)
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Users consistently employ informal, creative language to engage audiences and establish tone. The
analysis revealed widespread use of emojis, abbreviations, memes, and non-standard orthography
(e.g., deliberate spelling distortions or capitalization for emphasis).

Table 1: Common Language Features in Sampled Posts

TikTok Comments

Feature Twitter (%) Instagram (%) (%)
Emojis 68% 83% 9%
:léi\gltz'rlt)ewatlons (e.0., 62% 47% 78%
Hashtag_s for 85% 76% 29%
emphasis

iAI I-caps or repeated 1% 38% 65%

etters

Meme/in-joke 3506 26% 72%
references

Figure 1: Emoji Use by Platform

A noteworthy trend across platforms was the use of code-style language for humor or irony. For
instance, TikTok comments frequently include ironic phrases like “i fear this is peak Gen Z
behavior” or “this unlocked a core memory.” This reflects a playful, self-aware linguistic culture
that defines online youth identities (Zappavigna, 2022). Twitter, on the other hand, emphasized
wit and political commentary through layered sarcasm and hashtagging strategies.

4.2 Multilingual and Hybrid Language Practices (RQ2)

Evidence of translanguaging and code-switching was found in nearly one-third of the dataset,
particularly among users identifying as part of bilingual or diasporic communities. Hybrid
expressions blended English with Spanish, Arabic, Tagalog, and African languages, serving both
functional and identity-related purposes.

Table 2: Code-Switching and Multilingual Content

Frequency (out of 275 total

Type of Code Usage Dosts) Percentage

Code-syvltchmg (inter- 42 15.3%

sentential)

Code-_mlxmg (intra-sentential 33 12.0%

or lexical)

Emojis as language substitutes 119 43.3%

Translanguaging with cultural 29 10.5%

references

Example 1 (Instagram Caption):
“Feeling super bendecido today > #familia #thankful”

— Combines Spanish adjective (“blessed”) with English syntax and hashtags.
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Example 2 (Twitter):

“Oosad oS A Y but also we got so much to @ fix
— Arabic-English hybrid tweet reflecting pride and critique in national identity.
Such hybrid expressions serve more than just linguistic needs—they are identity performances,
allowing users to assert belonging to multiple linguistic and cultural communities simultaneously
(Garcia & Wei, 2014). TikTok users, in particular, often switch languages mid-sentence or use
culturally specific phrases as punchlines in videos, emphasizing their multilingual fluency and
cultural roots.
4.3 Identity Performance and Platform-Specific Behavior (RQ3)
Each platform exhibited unique linguistic norms and identity construction strategies. While users
across all platforms engaged in self-branding and identity signaling,
Table 3: Identity Markers Observed Across Platforms
Identity Cue Twitter (%) Instagram (%) TikTok (%)
Hashtags e.g.,
#LGB'IgQ, #GenZ() o 82 76% 35%
Visual cues (e.g., flag,

. 11% 92% 88%
aesthetic)
Humor_/sarcasm in bio 45% 33% 69%
or captions
!Expll_c!t demographic 58% 64% 51%
identifiers

Figure 2: Dominant Identity Construction Strategy by Platform
(Bar graph showing “hashtags” on Twitter, “visual cues” on Instagram, “humor/performance” on
TikTok.)
Twitter users frequently employed hashtags to signal political affiliation, social movements, or
cultural identity. Hashtags like #BlackTwitter, #Neurodivergent, and #AsianDiaspora were used
to foster community belonging and amplify group voices. Language here was concise and identity-
aligned, often formatted to be “retweeted” or made visible in trending discussions (Marwick &
boyd, 2011).
Instagram showcased a more curated form of identity, with users embedding meaning into visual
imagery and highly stylized captions. Phrases like “soft girl era,” “plant mom,” or “brown
excellence” were paired with emojis and imagery to project aspirational or lifestyle-based
identities. Language was minimal but heavily coded with trend-relevant identifiers.
TikTok was the most performative of the three platforms. Users constructed identity through tone,
memes, lip-syncs, and comment humor. Comments like “as a fellow ADHD queen, I felt this
@ %% highlight how neurodivergent identities are expressed using casual slang and playful self-
reference. ldentity was often presented through affective alignment (e.g., shared struggle,
vulnerability, or humor), mirroring the platform’s community-driven culture (Abidin, 2021).
4.4 Cross-Platform Patterns and Themes
Across all platforms, three recurring themes emerged:

« Hybridization: Users frequently merged modes, languages, and genres to express identity

in nuanced ways.
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o Audience Awareness: Posts reflected strategic language use tailored to imagined or real
audiences (Bell, 1984).
o Group Belonging: Identity expression often relied on invoking shared cultural knowledge,
such as inside jokes, memes, or hashtags.
These findings affirm the sociolinguistic claim that language is indexical—i.e., it points to social
meanings beyond the literal (Silverstein, 2003). Users continuously adjusted their language to fit
the shifting social dynamics, platform conventions, and communicative goals.
SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS
Research Question Key Insight
High use of emojis, abbreviations, memes, and
RQ1: How is language used creatively and orthographic play shows that users adopt
strategically on social media? platform-specific vernaculars to engage and
entertain audiences.
Code-switching and translanguaging are
common among bilingual users, serving both
expressive and affiliative functions.
Identity is shaped through hashtags on Twitter,
RQ3: How is identity performed across visuals and captions on Instagram, and
platforms? humor/performance on TikTok. Each platform
has distinct norms and cues.

RQ2: How do multilingual and hybrid
expressions reflect identity?

5. DISCUSSION
The findings of this study reveal that social media platforms are not only spaces for communication
but also powerful sites of linguistic innovation, identity performance, and sociocultural
negotiation. This aligns strongly with the literature that positions social media as a dynamic
“linguistic marketplace” (Androutsopoulos, 2014) and a stage for ongoing identity construction
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Goffman, 1959). Through an analysis of language use across Twitter,
Instagram, and TikTok, this research provides empirical support for key theoretical claims in
digital sociolinguistics while offering new insights into how platform-specific affordances and
cultures shape language and identity practices.
One of the clearest findings across platforms was the widespread use of non-standard linguistic
forms such as emojis, abbreviations, stylized spelling, and memes. These elements of digital
vernacular are consistent with earlier observations by Crystal (2001) and Tagg (2015) on the
informal, speech-like quality of online writing. However, this study also extends the discussion by
highlighting how these forms serve multiple communicative functions—beyond efficiency—to
include emotional expression, social alignment, and stylistic identity.
For instance, the strategic use of emojis, especially on TikTok and Instagram, supports Kress’s
(2010) argument that communication in the digital age is inherently multimodal. Emojis and GIFs
substitute for facial expressions, gestures, or tone of voice, allowing users to embed affect and
nuance in brief texts. Similarly, the use of all-caps text or exaggerated spelling (e.g., “YAAASSS”
or “i literally cannot”) reflects a shared performative style that builds community through humor
and emotional resonance. These stylistic markers, often understood only by insiders, become
cultural touchstones that signal group belonging, echoing Zappavigna’s (2022) concept of
“ambient affiliation” in digital discourse.
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Moreover, the frequent use of hashtags across Twitter and Instagram reinforces their role as tools
of both categorization and identity signaling. Hashtags like #NeurodivergentSquad, #DesiVibes,
or #GenZHumor function as indexical markers that organize discourse and construct shared
identities—a phenomenon also observed by Page (2012) and Georgakopoulou (2017). These
hashtag-based identities are dynamic and fluid, reflecting how language is used to engage with
intersecting communities and discourses.

This study confirms that social media fosters an environment conducive to code-switching and
translanguaging. Bilingual and multilingual users routinely switch between languages—often
within a single post—as a way to perform identity, connect with in-groups, or add humor and
nuance. This supports the findings of Garcia and Wei (2014), who describe translanguaging as a
flexible and creative use of linguistic repertoires.

The hybrid captions analyzed in this study, such as “Feeling super bendecido” or tweets combining
Arabic and English, demonstrate how users do not treat language systems as separate but rather
fluidly integrate them to reflect lived cultural realities. These linguistic practices were particularly
prominent among diasporic and second-generation users who navigate multiple linguistic and
cultural affiliations. As Sebba et al. (2012) and Lee & Barton (2020) observed, such hybridity is
not accidental but a strategic and expressive form of self-representation.

Interestingly, the frequency and function of code-switching differed by platform. Instagram
captions and TikTok video comments were more likely to contain emotionally expressive or
culturally marked code-mixed language, while Twitter users often used it for political or
community-based signaling. This supports the platform-sensitive perspective advocated by Tagg
& Seargeant (2019), which emphasizes that linguistic practices cannot be separated from platform
affordances and audience expectations.

A major insight of this study is the platform-specific nature of identity construction. While identity
is always performative (Butler, 1990; Bucholtz & Hall, 2005), the form and function of identity
performances vary depending on the affordances and cultural norms of each platform.

Twitter, known for its brevity and real-time engagement, facilitated identity expression through
hashtags, political commentary, and wit. The use of identity-linked hashtags and retweetable
phrases shows alignment with Marwick and boyd’s (2011) notion of “imagined audiences” and
“context collapse.” Twitter users crafted content with multiple potential audiences in mind—
friends, activists, or even adversaries—strategically choosing language that could circulate widely
while signaling personal or group identity.

On Instagram, where visual aesthetics dominate, language played a secondary but still significant
role in curating aspirational or stylized personas. Captions like “brown excellence,” paired with
emojis and fashion-forward imagery, served to affirm identity through a blend of linguistic and
visual semiotics. This resonates with Duffy & Hund’s (2019) findings on self-branding, where
social media users present idealized versions of self shaped by lifestyle, beauty, and cultural
capital.

TikTok, the most interactive and performative platform, showed a different kind of identity
construction: one rooted in humor, irony, and emotional openness. Language use in comments and
captions revealed a strong emphasis on community through shared experiences (e.g., mental
health, generational humor), often expressed through slang, memes, and stylized misspellings.
These findings are consistent with Abidin’s (2021) work on TikTok’s culture of performative
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authenticity and Georgakopoulou’s (2021) “small stories” framework, where identity is co-
constructed through brief, episodic, and often humorous posts.
Another important dimension of the findings is the way language on social media reflects
sociopolitical identities and aligns with activist or awareness-oriented discourse. Hashtag
movements like #BlackLivesMatter, #LGBTQIA, and #ADHDAwareness were prevalent across
platforms and used as explicit signals of community membership or support. These digital
expressions of solidarity align with Jackson et al. (2020) and Williams & Gonlin (2021), who note
that social media acts as both a site of identity affirmation and political resistance.
Furthermore, the study supports Alim’s (2021) critique of linguistic appropriation and visibility.
The use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) by non-Black users—especially on
TikTok—raises questions about authenticity, cultural capital, and the commodification of identity-
linked language styles. While AAVE was often used for stylistic effect or humor, it was sometimes
detached from the cultural and historical context that gives it meaning, echoing Cutler’s (2022)
observations about linguistic racialization online.
Similarly, the analysis revealed that platform algorithms and cultural trends shape which identities
and voices gain prominence. On TikTok, for example, users who creatively combined identity
expression with popular audio or meme formats were more likely to be featured, reflecting the
entanglement of identity performance with algorithmic visibility—a concern echoed in Noble’s
(2018) discussion on algorithmic bias and digital inequality.
Taken together, these findings emphasize that language on social media is not merely reactive but
constructive. It builds communities, asserts identities, and participates in broader cultural
narratives. While traditional sociolinguistics focused on offline, geographically localized speech
communities, the digital era demands a reconceptualization of community, style, and language
norms.
This study contributes to this shift by demonstrating how users adapt their language to both local
(cultural, familial, generational) and global (platform, trend-based) contexts. It shows that digital
language use is a layered process, influenced by technological affordances, social expectations,
and ideological forces.
Moreover, it validates and extends theoretical frameworks from scholars like Bucholtz & Hall
(2005), Tagg (2015), and Georgakopoulou (2021) by providing cross-platform empirical evidence
of how language practices reflect and reproduce identity. It also highlights the need for future
research to continue exploring the role of algorithms, platform regulation, and emergent
vernaculars in shaping sociolinguistic practices.

6. CONCLUSION
This study set out to explore the complex interplay between language use and identity construction
on social media through a sociolinguistic lens. By analyzing user-generated content from Twitter
(X), Instagram, and TikTok, the research illuminated how digital platforms shape linguistic
practices and identity performances in unique but interconnected ways. Across all platforms,
language emerged not simply as a tool for communication but as a performative and strategic
resource through which users express emotion, align with social groups, negotiate visibility, and
construct nuanced identities.
Three core findings emerged. First, the widespread use of informal, hybrid, and multimodal
language—emaojis, abbreviations, memes, and non-standard orthography—confirms that digital
communication is driving new norms of creative and expressive discourse. This supports and
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extends existing literature on digital vernaculars and multimodal communication. Second,
multilingual and code-mixed language use was shown to be an essential identity practice,
particularly among diaspora and bilingual users. These translingual expressions underscore the
flexibility of online discourse and the fluidity of cultural belonging in globalized digital
environments. Finally, the analysis confirmed that identity construction is highly platform-
specific. Whether through Twitter’s political hashtags, Instagram’s curated captions, or TikTok’s
performative memes, users actively shape their self-presentation in ways that reflect both
technological affordances and sociocultural expectations.

In light of these findings, this study reinforces key theoretical frameworks in sociolinguistics,

particularly the performativity of identity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005), the sociocultural indexing of

language (Silverstein, 2003), and the contextual adaptability of speech communities

(Androutsopoulos, 2014). It also highlights the need for researchers to adopt platform-sensitive,

multimodal, and intersectional approaches to studying language in digital contexts. As online

platforms continue to evolve, so too will the linguistic and social practices they host—presenting
both new challenges and opportunities for sociolinguistic research.

In conclusion, social media is not simply changing how we communicate but also who we are and

how we perform that identity in the public digital sphere. By understanding the linguistic practices

embedded within digital culture, we gain deeper insight into the evolving nature of human
expression, connection, and identity in the 21st century.
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