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introduction

abstract
This research report aims to explore how 
brands interacts with the internet — 
particularly social media — in order to 
extend their brand awareness and forge 
valuable  connections between the brand 
and their target audience. (Turner, 2016a)

contributes to the brand identity, but the 
brand itself is the idea - its values - and the 
experience that they are trying to convey 
through these vehicles.  Thus the collateral 
that is used to portray the brand narrative 
become identifiers for the brand to move 
through.

Social media has become a platform where 
brand and identity meet in the middle.  The 
focus is not so much on the brand itself but 
on the people interacting with it.  This forms a 
vastly different approach to the old methods 
of creating brand awareness. It creates a 
space for conversation that moves a brand 
beyond being solely a product, and into 
something more than this: something which 
reinforces the idea of the brand. 

This report will look at the personal brand: 
how we cater to others through our social 
networks, constructing an image which 
aims to communicate a highly curated 
version of ourselves.  Additionally, I explore 
how corporate brands aim to mimic 
humanistic qualities in order to create a 
deeper connection to their audience, 
examining how they incorporate content 
from their dedicated user base.  Finally, I will 
contemplate the future of brands in social 
media - looking at where the role of the 
influencer is heading and considering how 
social media could be used in the long term, 
perhaps even after death.

Think about Apple. Now forget everything 
you know about the product.  It doesn’t 
matter. The brand does. Apple computers, 
iPods, iPhones — they’re all produced in 
various factories across South East Asia. 
These same factories are just as able to 
make parts for Android or Windows Phones. 
It doesn’t matter. Apple, with their HQ in 
California, aren’t about a product.

They’re a brand.

Apple’s branding strategy focuses on the 
customer and their emotions: the experience 
of how the Apple image makes you feel.  
“The Apple brand personality is about 
lifestyle; imagination; liberty regained; 
innovation; passion; hopes, dreams and 
aspirations; and power-to-the-people 
through technology” (Marketing Minds, 
2015).  The Apple brand communicates 
simplicity, safety, and access to the exclusive 
clique of Apple product owners.

Naomi Klein (2000, p.5) puts it simply by 
saying: “Think of the brand as the core 
meaning of the modern corporation, and 
of the advertisement as one vehicle used to 
convey that meaning to the world.”

Branding is not the logo, it is not the name, 
but rather it is a conceptual idea that 
gives consumers ‘something to believe 
in’.  It is a set of beliefs that open the door 
to a relationship with your audience.   
Advertisements, logos, the name: it all 

https://elysiumdesignutopia.wordpress.com/2016/04/13/branding-and-transmedia/
http://www.marketingminds.com.au/apple_branding_strategy.html
http://www.marketingminds.com.au/apple_branding_strategy.html
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Social media provides a platform 
to tell a narrative about a subject 
we have the ultimate authority 
on: ourselves.  Our digital identity 
is not based solely on our avatars, 
usernames, and bios; it is formed 
around how we utilise the platforms 
as a whole - what message we 
communicate through our uploaded 
data.  Our online identity is a 
personal brand - with our photos, 
status updates, messages, tweets all 
contributing to our online persona - 
communicating who we are.

Are our online identities accurate 
reflections of who we are as a whole?  
Do we successfully communicate the 
way we understand and approach life 
through our digital profiles?  Or do we 
instead present a false construction of 
ourselves online?  Green (2013) states 
that: “our online selves represent our 
ideals and eliminate many of our 
other real components”.

Goffman (1959) defines performance 
as “all the activity of a given 
participant on a given occasion which 
serves to influence in any way any of 
the other participants”.  That is to say, 

we choose to represent ourselves in a 
way which influences the perception 
of those around us to suit a certain 
framework.  This can apply to social 
media as we pick and choose which 
aspects to show to those watching our 
online presence, highlighting certain 
aspects of ourself in order to portray a 
specific narrative.

The internet as a disembodied 
medium allows us the freedoms to 
post whatever we want.  However, 
is there a definitive way determine 
whether the information given is 
accurate or not?  Goffman suggests 
that: “when an individual plays a part 
he implicitly requests his observers 
to take seriously the impression that 
is fostered before them. They are 
asked to believe that the character 
they see actually possesses the 
attributes he appears to possess, 
that the task he performs will have 
the consequences that are implicitly 
claimed for it, and that, in general, 
matters are what they appear to be” 
(Goffman, 1959).  When applied to 
the medium of the internet, we enter 
into the social media space assuming 

one
ONLINE IDENTITY

the constructed self

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/r-kay-green/the-social-media-effect-a_b_3721029.html
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that the content published is an 
accurate, authentic, representation 
of oneself.  However, when the 
presented narrative contains self-
contradictions, the authenticity 
is lost, so while we afford those 
participating in the space belief, it 
only lasts so long as they ‘keep face’ 
and the performance holds true to 
the persona as a whole. Davis (2010) 
suggests that we “preemptively 
alter our offline selves in order to 
authentically convey ourselves online 
in a particular way”.  Does this mean 
we are constantly looking to alter how 
we carry out our physical lives, in order 
to maximise our online presence, using 
the interactive social media networks 
as a feedback loop to measure 
our authenticity?  If so, we are then 
altering both our online and offline 
behaviour in response to how people 
react in the digital sphere, to further 
accommodate for the preferences of 
an audience.

ourselves through different social 
networks, it becomes clear that we 
are curating our online presence 
for different audiences.  Our varied 
representations of self, although 
independent aspects of our identity, 
are still vital parts of it.  This could be 
related to the ideas Goffman presents 
about “the ‘splitting’ character of 
the self during interaction” (1959), 
creating a division between different 
parts of ourselves across multiple 
networks.   Each specific iteration of 
the online self is no less valid than an 
overarching representation which 
includes all possible information in one 
social media space.  This fragmented 
presence can become absorbed into 
a transmedia narrative, representing 
different parts of ourselves accurately 
across multiple platforms.

If we are trying to authentically portray 
ourselves, do we lose authenticity if 
we omit certain aspects of our lives? I 
would argue that this is not the case, 
and Owens (2011) takes the idea 
of authenticity and how showing 
different aspects of self in different 
environments is still an authentic 
representation of ourselves: “James is 
an honest man and also kind. At the 
funeral of his wicked uncle, he will not 
be honest about his thoughts about 
the deceased, in order to be kind to 
the feelings of the rest of his family. 
[…] Our identities are not socially 
universal” (Owens, 2011).  As such, 
we perform for different audiences, 
aiming to create a highly curated 
feed of information about ourselves 
- a feed that is specifically directed 
at an audience with similar interests, 
personality types, and ideals.

Perhaps our online identity differs 
across different platforms, creating 
a broader narrative of the self, 
whilst simultaneously existing without 
requiring information from another 
network (Turner, 2016a).  If we are 
displaying different aspects of 

audience curation

https://thesocietypages.org/cyborgology/2010/10/30/identity-work-and-the-authentic-cyborg-self/
http://www.facegroup.com/blog/performing-identity-in-social-media/
http://www.facegroup.com/blog/performing-identity-in-social-media/
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two
THE CORPORATE 
BRAND IDENTITY

rather than the experience of 
getting intoxicated.  They promote 
this idea through photography, 
displaying relaxed people enjoying 
their branded beverage (Southern 
Comfort, 2016), and captions which 
emphasise the relationship between 
the idea and the drink (Southern 
Comfort, 2015).

Furthering relatability through shared 
experience is another aim of brands.  
Classen (1996) looks at how brands 
embed themselves into cultures, 
specifically discussing how Coca-Cola 
became so embedded in Argentine 
culture that many locals believe it 
to be a native product and not an 
import.  Argentina is not alone in 
this, as Coca-Cola has successfully 
capitalised on the currency of culture 
in order to appeal to countries on a 
singular basis, without straying from its 
core brand values.

Coca-Cola’s social media presence 
consists of a number of twitter 
feeds, all slightly different in order to 
‘glocalise’ the content of each to 
be country specific.  While America’s 
content currently focuses on the NBA 

Successful brands within the social 
media sphere look at how they can 
focus on the audience interacting 
with them.  Through conversation, 
brands are able to move beyond the 
product, reinforcing their ideals and 
creating valuable connections with 
their audience.  In order to create 
connection to an audience, brands 
strive to become a natural part of 
your feed, embedding themselves into 
society through a variety of cultures 
and by following trends.  They do 
this by striving to emulate humanistic 
qualities, making the most out of the 
dialogic platform in order to spur a 
conversation.

Brands aim to be relatable by selling 
an experience, rather than a product.  
This in turn creates a connection 
between the product they are selling 
and a universal feeling which people 
can understand.  A product may be 
interesting because of the purpose it 
intends to fulfill, but the selling point of 
the product is how they express the 
experience they are offering.

Southern Comfort does this by 
promising the experience of comfort, 

humanising brands

https://twitter.com/southerncomfort/status/735904595281514496
https://twitter.com/southerncomfort/status/735904595281514496
https://twitter.com/southerncomfort/status/623194432129658881
https://twitter.com/southerncomfort/status/623194432129658881
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The combination of these actions 
promote their brand ideals 
authentically in a way which is not 
only orchestrated by the team behind 
the social media accounts, but also 
uses content from other members of 
the Femsplain community to solidify 
their brand ideas by creating an 
understanding of those interacting 
with the brand.  This open and caring 
approach creates an interaction 
with a humanistic feel - a feeling 
of connection to the brand on a 
personal level, rather than than 
allowing it to remain an abstract and 
transcendent product.

difference, and they will let you know 
(Turner, 2015).  Thus while authenticity 
is a value that brands aim to achieve, 
it also becomes a feedback loop to 
measure the effectiveness of how 
they portray themselves and how well 
it resonates with the audience.

An example of a website which 
utilises authenticity well is Femsplain.  It 
aims to reshape the way women are 
discussed, through publishing user-
generated content and promoting a 
core value of empowering women, 
while providing a safe space for 
discussion through storytelling.  Their 
social media channels use a few 
key tactics in order to authentically 
promote this message:
• Linking to articles with quotes that 
resonate with readers.
• Retweeting comments from readers 
who have offered public insight to 
their experience.
• Utilising campaigns to promote 
positive self image.
• Replies sent to those who interact 
with the brand presence.
• Open community discussion through 
the #LetMeFemplsain.

and spring break, Australia’s content 
appeals towards the Australian 
on a hot summer day and utilising 
#TasteThatFeeling (a hashtag not 
associated with the curated American 
Twitter feed) (Turner, 2016b).

While glocalisation is a great way to 
specifically target a user-group from 
a country, if it is not executed well, it 
can risk alienation of an audience.  
This could be because the brand 
image does not align with the brand 
identity overall, sacrificing its values 
to cater to a selective market; or 
because companies don’t know how 
to take the cultural currency and 
portray it in a way which is serious 
while still reflecting their brand.  This 
brings the need for authenticity to 
the forefront of social media.  Similar 
to authenticity in a personal brand, a 
corporate brand needs to ensure that 
they are staying true to their brand 
ideas - incorporating them into the 
marketing strategies they use, be it 
through influencer marketing or one-
off tweets.  If the way the brand is 
being presented doesn’t align with 
the brand ideas, users will sense the 

https://elysiumdesignutopia.wordpress.com/2016/04/20/branding-and-social-media-are-brands-your-friends/


A DIGITAL NETWORK: BRAND AND CONSUMER // ELYSSE TURNER A DIGITAL NETWORK: BRAND AND CONSUMER // ELYSSE TURNER12 13

In 2016, however, this core message 
has been re-evaluated and altered.  
No longer do we aim to connect 
excellence, but we instead ‘Stand 
for Purpose’.  This shift in ideals has 
pushed the University away from 
being a place of bringing people 
together to share excellent ideas; and 
instead moves the organisation into 
the mindset of a leader.  The visual 
identity has thus updated to reflect a 
highly corporate, serious image for the 
University (UOW, 2016).

While this brand has chosen to evolve, 
I don’t believe it interacts well with 

Brands can evolve over time, both 
intentionally and unintentionally.  
The University of Wollongong has 
recently started updating their 2011 
branding strategy in order to better 
reflect their current values.  Though 
the rebrand involved a complete 
overhaul of the visual design system, 
one of the biggest changes that has 
been introduced is the way they are 
framing the University’s position in the 
world.  In 2011, the core message 
UOW was trying to communicate was 

‘Connect Excellence’, and their visual 
branding solidified this idea, using 
disconnected shapes and colours to 
show connection in imagery.

“Two separate ideas, made more powerful 
and ownable when combined into one.
To own them as a collective idea means 
they cannot be used in isolation.
Because we know we can be as connected 
as ever - but it doesn’t matter if those
connections don’t exist within a context of 
absolute excellence. And vice versa.
Otherwise we risk diluting and undermining 
the value of the brand.” 
(UOW Brand Guidelines 2011, p.7)

brand evolution

the user experience.  The rebrand 
has set itself up well for students who 
have graduated and are looking to 
showcase their past place of study, 
however there is a clear disconnect 
between the new corporate brand 
and the student life.  Perhaps a two 
part branding approach would have 
more effectively communicated on 
behalf of UOW students: representing 
past or graduated students 
through the corporate brand, while 
representing current or future students 
through a more relaxed, casual brand 
similar to the 2011 approach.

http://media.uow.edu.au/news/UOW211781.html
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While UOW runs their campaign as 
a competition, other brands do not, 
and sometimes go as far as to steal 
for their own profit (GMA News Online, 
2013).  Could brands also be taking 
user-generated content and not 
crediting it in order to make it appear 
more ‘credible’ (Ingram, 2014) due to 
the lack of qualifications from those 
who are creating?  

giving power to the audiences who 
are adding to the brand narrative in 
this way (Turner, 2016c).

While utilising the public sphere 
provides an authentic and engaging 
experience for the audience, it 
can result in a loss of control that 
brands don’t know how to deal 
with effectively.  The University of 
Wollongong is starting to learn how 
to effectively manage negative 
feedback by responding quickly to 
resolve any complaints they can assist 
with.  While this response won’t stop 
negative feedback coming through, 
it does open doors to conversations 
to find a possible solution to the issues 
that arise.

Is utilising user-generated content 
ethical?  Should brands be requesting 
permission before utilising user-
generated content, or should 
crediting the original source be 
enough?  Often times, brands take 
from the content creators without 
crediting or attributing the work to 
them, to the extent where others 
need to educate people on the 
correct etiquette (McCabe, 2012).  

Social media, being a dialogic 
platform, allows for interaction 
between brand and audience.  
Brands may choose to create a space 
for fan-made or user-generated 
content, which can then be used to 
advertise their identity through the 
channels of those who participate.  
This affordance promotes the idea of 
participatory culture, encouraging 
external parties to add to the 
narrative of the brand identity by 
creating a community of collective 
understanding, collective intelligence, 
and collective passion around the 
brand organisation.

Continuing to use UOW as a case 
study, they welcome user-generated 
content to further the narrative of 
student life on campus.  Using the 
hashtag #ExperienceUOW, users are 
encouraged to upload their snaps 
to Instagram and Facebook for the 
chance to win various prizes.  While 
a part of the branding strategy for 
UOW, the visual design of this doesn’t 
conform to the stylistic qualities of 
either the 2011 or 2016 rebrand, 
thus leading to the assumption that 

this is their attempt at created a 
relatable sub-brand for the students.  
The #ExperienceUOW campaign is 
successful on the online platforms, 
however what makes it such an 
interesting case study is the fact that 
this is the second attempt at trying 
to execute this same concept.  The 
first attempt utilised the hashtag 
#ThisIsUOW, however the narrative 
that has evolved through this iteration 
differs vastly from #ExperienceUOW.  
Despite the same original intentions 
from UOW, #ThisIsUOW has morphed 
into a loop of negative feedback 
towards the university, extending 
beyond just the recommended 
social networks onto Twitter.  The 
University has attempted to control this 
unauthorised use of the hashtag by 
creating a storify page to share only 
approved content.  However, due 
to the lack of gatekeepers when it 
comes to user-generated content on 
social media networks, the institution 
cannot stop the influx of negative, 
satirical, or parodic feedback which 
continues to circulate via Twitter.  This 
content in turn becomes a part of 
the brand, whether approved or not, 

user generated content

http://www.gmanetwork.com/news/story/304112/hashtag/disney-accused-of-copying-alice-in-wonderland-artwork
http://www.gmanetwork.com/news/story/304112/hashtag/disney-accused-of-copying-alice-in-wonderland-artwork
https://gigaom.com/2014/06/03/media-outlets-love-to-use-citizen-journalism-but-dont-like-to-say-where-they-got-it-or-how/
https://elysiumdesignutopia.wordpress.com/2016/05/09/user-generated-content/
https://seanwes.com/2012/reposting-the-etiquette-of-attribution/
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source seems to agree that influencer 
marketing has a place in the industry 
currently, they believe “influencers are 
going to start disappearing [as brands 
realise] the amount of followers you 
have doesn’t mean shit” (Pathak, 
2016a).  Assuming the death of this 
role by confusing the influencers value 
with their follower count is however, 
a drastic reaction.  The premise on 
which the role of influencer is built 
upon is not about size of audience, 
but instead the connection with 
that audience. Their value comes 
from engagement with followers, 
thus disengaged followers are, by 
definition, worthless.   Unfortunately 
the social media executive seems to 
be ignoring internal issues within their 
company related to their process 
for selecting influencers to work 
with.  That is to say, they ignore the 
factors related to their own research, 
or lack thereof, when it comes to 
hiring influencers.  They also fail to 
communicate limitations to the artists 
they are interested in working with; 
dismissing their creative vision out of 
hand for not conforming to a brief 
they haven’t been given. The onus 

The concept of influencers is by 
no means a new idea, however 
what makes them interesting for the 
future is the way they are currently 
being portrayed in the media.  An 
influencer is someone who uses their 
own personal media channels to 
promote a product in exchange for 
some form of compensation.  While 
a large follower base is important 
for influencers to have, what is 
more important for these people 
to get results is a dedicated group 
of users who interact with them.  As 
such, an influencer combines their 
own personal brand with that of 
a corporate brand for a period of 
time, in order to communicate the 
corporate brand’s ideals to their 
own followers, with the intention of 
generating a response (Matthews, 
2013).

A recent article by Shareen Pathak 
(2016a) claimed that ‘influencer’ is 
currently the biggest buzzword in the 
advertising industry.  She then goes 
on to interview an anonymous social 
media executive on the role of an 
influencer in marketing.  While the 

rise of influencers

three
THE FUTURE

http://digiday.com/agencies/confessions-social-media-exec-no-idea-pay-influencers/
http://digiday.com/agencies/confessions-social-media-exec-no-idea-pay-influencers/
https://blog.kissmetrics.com/guide-to-influencer-targeting/
https://blog.kissmetrics.com/guide-to-influencer-targeting/
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embrace becomes something which 
others listen to, the sponsoring brand 
becomes relatable and humanistic 
through the promotion of someone 
who the followers can relate to, 
opening up the brand to a potential 
new market.

The future of influencers lies not in 
the big names of already established 
celebrities (Overmyer, 2016), but rather 
in the micro-celebrities who cater 
towards a niche audience.  Micro-
influencers are often popular within 
their immediate community, holding 
a decent following that is still easy to 
manage (Jade, 2016).  As instagram’s 
algorithms undergo change to favour 
a filter-bubble approach to deliver 
users content they will engage with 
(Valinsky, 2016), micro-celebrities 
who have a relationship with their 
audience and know how to portray 
their audience engagement to 
corporations will thrive.  Donaldson 
is an example of a 25 year old who 
has successfully carved out a niche 
following, starting off her fashion blog 
as a hobby which has now converted 
into a paid job (Morgan, 2016).

explain what their social network is 
before pitching themselves as a viable 
fit for the brand.  

While critics like Biddle (2016) exist, it is 
increasingly apparent that influences 
are here to stay as an accepted 
role within the branding industry.  
The future of influencers, however, 
lies not so much in the automatic 
assumption that all who claim to be 
influencers are worth $10,000, but 
rather in the careful curation of the 
online identity. This can then transfer 
across to influence their engaged 
audience.  With further research 
and understanding, “brands will start 
to realize the difference between 
impressions and engagement.  They’ll 
find influencers whose voice results in 
action, not just likes” (Pathak, 2016b).

Perhaps this is why the concept of 
the micro-celebrity works so well as a 
medium for advertising.  They have 
an acute understanding of their 
audience and can market to their 
specific taste.  The people are real, 
and they are relatable.  Because of 
their relationship with their followers, 
the corporate sponsorship they 

saying: “Influencers aren’t going to 
disappear.  People who actually know 
how to work with artists will be hired.” 

In another anonymous interview, this 
time talking to a Snapchat influencer, 
Pathak (2016b) discusses these issues 
from a different perspective.  Here, 
the influencer highlights that successful 
influencers aren’t just people who 
have popped up overnight, but 
rather, people who have taken years 
to build an audience responding to 
their specific voice.  The influencer 
agrees that in some cases influencers 
are getting paid too much, however 
they highlight that part of the 
payment is for risking the alienation of 
an audience.  One of the key things 
this source brings to the front however 
is that the way influencers are hired 
is flawed.  “In traditional marketing, if 
your kid says she goes to a mall, would 
you put a poster up in that mall? No. 
So why here?” (Pathak, 2016b).  This 
influencer discusses the need for an 
interview process, but also the need 
for research to be done by the brand 
looking to hire them, rather than 
expecting the influencer to show and 

of blame is then shifted onto the 
influencer who is labelled ‘nuts’ for 
not effectively being able to relate 
the products to their own audience, 
for responding with a concept that 
is beyond aesthetically appealing, 
or for having an idea which exceeds 
a financial budget they haven’t 
been informed of.   The influencer 
is critiqued for not knowing what 
to charge, or for guaranteeing 
a digital result as opposed to a 
tangible one; glossing over the fact 
that the selection process for these 
influencers is weak, only mentioning 
it once: “Usually it’s a CEO or CMO 
or whoever saying, “Oh, my kid likes 
this guy.” At this major car brand I 
worked for, we paid $300,000 for a few 
photographs because the CEO’s kid 
liked someone” (Pathak, 2016a).  If 
marketers are hiring kids based on the 
advice of a CEO’s kid, with no market 
research to determine whether it 
reflects the brand image or ideals, 
then I agree with Pathak’s source: 
too much money is being given, but 
only because it is being given to the 
wrong people.  Amber Discko (2016) 
summarises my critique perfectly in 

http://www.skyword.com/contentstandard/marketing/are-micro-influencers-more-effective-for-influencer-marketing/
https://hireinfluence.com/blog/all/is-celebrity-dead-micro-influencers-power-over-consumers-is-real/
http://digiday.com/platforms/instagram-feed-changing-algorithm/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-03-24/influencers-cash-in-on-social-media-power/7274678
http://gawker.com/influencer-is-a-fake-job-1777606989
http://digiday.com/brands/confessions-snapchat-influencer-risking-things/
http://digiday.com/brands/confessions-snapchat-influencer-risking-things/
http://digiday.com/brands/confessions-snapchat-influencer-risking-things/
http://digiday.com/agencies/confessions-social-media-exec-no-idea-pay-influencers/
https://twitter.com/amberdiscko/status/730739716337893376
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of the person’s social network, not 
aimed at any particular person, but 
rather for the sake of creating?

If this future were to exist, who decides 
whether or not your social presence 
may be used for it?  Do you tick a new 
box when you next log into Facebook, 
or will they just update their terms and 
conditions and state that because the 
profile exists on their network, it applies 
to all who have created a presence, 
both living and dead?

Looking back at the idea of using 
different social networks to portray 
different elements of ourselves, does 
this mean that our online persona 
after death would continue to vary, 
generating and evolving through 
further interactions into vastly different 
versions of ourselves as a result of 
the content we choose to publish for 
different audiences?

Scott (2012) explores this idea beyond 
just using social networks, looking 
instead at existing online through 
an uploaded consciousness. In this 
scenario, the terms and conditions 
must be agreed to before continuing 

I don’t know whether an AI version 
of my friend would have been an 
accurate representation of her, but 
if this technology did exist and we 
continued to talk to our friends and 
family online, would we be allowing 
ourselves to grieve over the physical 
passing?  Would we be replacing 
that person with a digital construction 
based on their past presence?  And 
if so, does the idea of an online 
presence after death devalue our 
physical existence, or at the very 
least, dismiss the idea of death as 
unimportant?

In Scott’s video about Facebook 
resurrecting the dead (2013), he 
explores algorithmic manipulation 
to compile responses.  Could this be 
classified as a weak AI, as it can only 
pull data compiled from Facebook 
which is used only to respond to a 
specific trigger (McKenzie, 2016)?  
Could a stronger AI be created by 
pulling data from resources outside of 
that particular social media network, 
or does it need to be allowed the 
freedom to create without agenda, to 
produce content based on the data 

be pretty much indistinguishable from 
you.” (Scott, 2013)  He then goes on to 
suggest how the proposed algorithms 
could evolve over time, leading 
eventually to the idea of sentient AIs 
based on our online presence.

Two years ago, I had a friend my age 
pass away from cancer, and I had 
sent her messages in the days leading 
up to this.  I had dyed my hair purple 
as it was her favourite colour, and 
wanted to show my love and support 
for her through this difficult time.  While 
I’m sure she did not see the post, it 
makes me wonder what would have 
happened if this technology was 
available.  What would she have 
said? Would it have reflected the girl 
I knew, and if it did, would she really 
be dead?  If the AI which responded 
were to evolve over time based on 
conversations, would she still be the 
same person as when she physically 
died?  Paul Tuohy commented on 
my original post, pointing out that, if 
this came to pass, the phrase “What 
would *the deceased* have done?” 
would be a question that no longer 
exists. (Turner, 2016d)

The way social media handles our 
digital footprint after we pass away 
may change in the future.  Currently, 
Facebook opts to memorialise 
accounts when people pass away, 
unless family members request for 
it to be deleted (Whitton, 2015), 
while Twitter simply deactivates the 
account.  Google asks users to make 
a decision on who should handle 
their digital assets after death using 
their inactive account manager 
feature (Duggan, 2013).  But what if 
we didn’t have to stop at the idea 
of posting tributes, and tagging our 
late loved ones in a status update?  
What if we didn’t have to list a next 
of kin to inherit our accounts?  What 
if we could just message them, tell 
them how much we loved and/or 
missed them, and get a response?  
Tom Scott - a prominent YouTuber - 
explores the idea of this future in a few 
of his videos.  “This was [Facebook’s] 
proposal: after you died, your friends 
and relatives could still send you 
messages.  They could ask for advice, 
send updates on their lives, and just 
talk.  And the model would send a 
reply after an hour or two and it would 

digital life after death

https://youtu.be/IFe9wiDfb0E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zf6C-pZ3heY&feature=youtu.be
https://cyberculturesblog.wordpress.com/2016/03/31/its-a-n-ai/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zf6C-pZ3heY&feature=youtu.be
https://cyberculturesblog.wordpress.com/2016/05/05/digital-life-after-death/
http://theantimedia.org/heres-what-facebook-does-with-your-profile-when-you-die/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/12/02/what-happens-to-your-digital-life-after-death/
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The distinction between the personal 
brand and corporate brand is slowly 
blurring over time, as companies utilise 
influencers to share their message 
and ideas, and strive to emulate 
humanistic qualities.  Across all forms 
of brand through social media, 
one area remains key: the need for 
attention from an audience.  Without 
engagement, the online persona is 
left to perform for an audience who is 
simply not interested in the content.

What is interesting is the shift in power 
as it moves away from the traditional 
channels of brand awareness.  As 
the brand corporations dive into the 
world of social media, experimenting 
with user generated content and 
influencers, the control they have 
over their identity becomes smaller, 
allowing for other people to influence 
the brand narrative.  This of course 
applies to personal brands as well, 
simply by the way we present 
ourselves and how we respond to 
those around us: the interactions we 
involve ourselves in shape the online 
identity we portray, building up an 
online persona.

conclusion
on to use the ‘Life’ service. The video 
explores the concept of continuing 
our consciousness online after death 
and whether we have the right to 
keep everything in our consciousness, 
or whether we should pay more to 
keep these memories if they happen 
to be copyrighted materials.  If we 
are still functioning as sentient beings 
in the digital realm, are we then still 
entitled to human rights?
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