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Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to the pressures created by social media, such as heightened self-
consciousness and the need for extensive self-presentation. In this study, we investigate how BeReal, a
social media platform designed to counter some of these pressures, influences adolescents’ self-presentation
behaviors. We interviewed 29 users aged 13-18 to understand their experiences with BeReal. We found that
BeReal’s design focuses on spontaneous sharing, including randomly timed daily notifications and reciprocal
posting, discourages staged posts, encourages careful curation of the audience, and reduces pressure on self-
presentation. The space created by BeReal offers benefits such as validating an unfiltered life and reframing
social comparison, but its approach to self-presentation is sometimes perceived as limited or unappealing and,
at times, even toxic. Drawing on this empirical data, we propose design guidelines for platforms that support
authentic self-presentation while fostering reciprocity and expanding beyond spontaneous photo-sharing.
These guidelines aim to enable users to portray themselves more comprehensively and accurately, ultimately
supporting teens’ developmental needs, particularly in building authentic relationships.
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1 Introduction
The prevalence of social isolation has increased dramatically in recent decades. The number of
people reporting no confidants for discussing important matters has tripled, while the average
person’s social network has shrunk by one-third [72]. By 2004, nearly 25% of Americans reported
having no confidant, up from 10% in 1985 [72]. This decline in social connections is concerning, as
relationships significantly impact physical and mental health, longevity, and happiness [21, 29, 55].
The 75-year Study of Adult Development found that strong relationships are key to happiness and
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health [117]. A 2010 meta-analysis of over 300,000 participants revealed that weak social ties are as
harmful to health as alcoholism [54]. For adolescents, the need for trusted interpersonal connections,
especially with peers, is even more crucial than for adults [33, 39]. With 95% of teens aged 13-17
actively engaging with friends on social media [4], the nature of these social interactions has
fundamentally changed. As peer relationships increasingly occur online, it's essential to evaluate
how technology supports teens' relationship-building.

Social Penetration Theory [6] explains that relationships develop through reciprocal and authentic
self-disclosure, deepening over time [23]. However, social media often provides what has been
termed �empty calories of social interaction� [80]. While these interactions may seem to meet
adolescents' developmental needs, they often lack the substance necessary for genuine social
bene�ts. Social media use can in fact exacerbate adolescents' developmental vulnerabilities, such as
heightened sensitivity to social feedback and increased emotional reactivity due to ongoing brain
maturation [42, 75, 94� 96]. This can hinder the formation of meaningful, supportive relationships.
Despite these shortcomings, most teens regularly engage in extensive self-presentation on social
media, sharing carefully curated content, an experience that can induce anxiety and distort users'
perceptions of reality [5].

BeRealis a social media platform designed to address the challenge of fostering genuine relation-
ships online, where authentic interactions are often scarce. BeReal has a speci�c focus: �everyday
get a noti�cation to share a genuine glimpse into your real life with the people you care most about�
which they believe enables users to �show your friends who you really are� [ 1]. Though BeReal
was launched in 2019, long before the U.S. Surgeon General's 2023 advisory on social media and
youth mental health [4], its design and mission align with the advisory's recommendation that
tech companies �seek to maximize the potential bene�ts and avoid design features that attempt to
maximize time, attention, and engagement� [4].

On BeReal, users receive a noti�cation informing them that they have a brief window of time to
capture and share photos of their current activity and appearance, making strategic self-presentation
nearly impossible. Consequently, the content shared on BeReal is more likely to be mundane or
monotonous than content shared on other platforms. Yet, the app has become increasingly popular
since early 2022, especially with youth [31]. According to a 2023 Pew Research Report, BeReal usage
among teens is comparable to that of Reddit or Twitch [7]. But regardless of the fate of the BeReal
platform, it serves as a useful case study in designing to encourage authentic self-presentation.
Self-presentation can build close relationships (when it is genuine) or provoke anxiety (when it is
arti�cial). Thus, there is great value in creating spaces that encourage the former.

To the best of our knowledge, BeReal is the �rst major social media platform that explicitly
purports to encourage authentic self-presentation. We sought to understand:

� RQ1: How, if at all, does the design of BeReal in�uence users' self-presentation on the
platform?

� RQ2:How do teens feel about self-presentation on BeReal?

To answer these questions, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 29 BeReal users aged
13 to 18, asking about their general experiences with BeReal. We found that BeReal's features and
a�ordances are e�ective in encouraging users to share casual, uncurated snapshots of their daily
lives. Features such as randomly timed daily noti�cations encourage authentic self-presentation via
unstaged, un�ltered photo-sharing, and design elements like reciprocal posting encourage users
to curate their audience, thereby allowing their self-presentation process to be less intentional
or controlled. The participants saw many bene�ts of such designs. They especially appreciated
that BeReal nudged users to collectively share more casual and less curated content, a change they
said they sought on social media. However, some participants also felt that their ability to present
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themselves accurately and intentionally was too limited, and they explained that un�ltered photos
taken at unplanned times are just one way of giving others insight into their lives. Others said
that BeReal's explicit prioritization of �authenticity� in self-presentation sometimes led to toxic
competition and judgment about which users aretruly being authentic.

In this paper, we provide empirical evidence of BeReal's success in encouraging adolescent users
to present themselves authentically. This serves as a proof of concept that design can signi�cantly
in�uence self-presentation. We also document the limitations of BeReal's approach and outline
design recommendations for creating a platform that encourages developmentally supportive online
self-presentation for adolescents, such as sca�olding reciprocal sharing. Based on our �ndings,
we introduce the Social Media Self-Presentation Matrix (SMSM). Grounded in theories on self-
presentation goals and processes [88], this matrix presents ways that social media design can
support di�erent self-presentation strategies. It does so through four facets of self-presentation,
spanning axes from Automatic to Controlled and from Self-Enhancing to Self-Expressive. Using the
matrix, we highlight an untapped design opportunity to support Controlled and Self-Expressive
self-presentation, which could o�er an alternative way for social media platforms to achieve
the goals initially intended by BeReal. Further, we propose a design agenda to support better
relationship-building online based on authenticity for teens on social media. We hope this work
will encourage designers and researchers to more comprehensively support authentic exchanges in
teen peer-relationship-building on social media, addressing a developmental need that is currently
unmet.

2 Related Work

2.1 Adolescents and the Developmental Significance of Authentic Self-Disclosure

Forming close, trusting relationships is fundamental to people's sense of meaning, happiness, and
long-term well-being [8]. For adolescents, this intrinsic need for trusted interpersonal connections,
particularly with peers, is even more pronounced than it is for adults [33, 40]. As described by the
Social Penetration Theory (SPT) [6], interpersonal relationships develop from initial, surface-level
interactions to deeper, more intimate connections through a gradual process of self-disclosure.
The breadth and depth of these disclosures increase as the relationship strengthens and matures.
Also central to this progression is the norm of reciprocity, which posits that mutual exchange is
fundamental to these evolving relationships.

For self-disclosure to e�ectively enhance intimacy and trust in relationships, it must be au-
thentic. Authenticity�the characteristic of being aligned with one's intrinsic cues rather than
being in�uenced by external expectations or pressures [76]�ensures that the information shared
truly represents the individual's self, fostering genuine connections and understanding between
people [65, 76]. Expressing their authentic selves and receiving acknowledgment and a�rmation
from peers is crucial for individuals, particularly adolescents, to develop a clear and coherent
self-concept [46]. The formation of a coherent identity, rooted in an authentic self that is recognized
and validated by one's social circle, is fundamental to adolescent development [39]. Research has
shown that authenticity in self-disclosure is associated with life satisfaction [9], particularly among
girls, linking authenticity to self-esteem and overall well-being [59]. Furthermore, a higher degree
of authenticity in self-disclosing communication is connected to enhanced self-perceptions, reduced
feelings of isolation in school, and greater satisfaction in relationships among adolescents [76].

In recent years, particularly exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent physical
distancing measures, adolescents have increasingly turned to social media for social connection [51,
78]. As of 2022, nearly all teenagers aged 13-17 (95%) own a smartphone or access the internet
(97%), with nearly half (46%) using the internet �almost constantly� [115]. Previous studies have
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identi�ed that the primary motivation behind teens' use of digital media is to maintain connections
with existing friends [15, 33, 60]. Given the critical role of online platforms in adolescent lives
and the value placed on authenticity in their relationships, it is understandable that modern
teenagers actively seek exchanges of authentic self-disclosure on social media and broader media
contexts [32, 98]. Further, the signi�cantly reduced social cues on online platforms heighten
uncertainty, making self-disclosure especially crucial for (adolescent) users to understand each
other and strengthen their connections [92, 104]. This underscores the importance of examining
how technology can support or undermine the development and maintenance of these relationships,
with a particular focus on the reciprocal exchange of authentic self-disclosure throughout the
stages of social penetration.

2.2 Authentic Self-Disclosure and Self-Presentation

Given that self-disclosure, especially in online contexts, involves extensive interpersonal interac-
tions, it can be likened to a performance [48] or an exhibition [53] that symbolically communicates
information about oneself to others [14]. As a result, self-presentation becomes an inherent part
of this process. Self-disclosureis de�ned as�verbally communicating personal information about
the self to another person�[44] (p. 449), and re�ects communicating a factual representation of
oneself, regardless of its e�ect on one's public image. In contrast, self-presentationis de�ned as
�the goal-directed activity of controlling information to in�uence the impressions formed by an audi-
ence about the self�[91] (p. 871). Thus, self-disclosure typically aligns with authenticity, whereas
self-presentation may suggest a lack of authenticity. However, these two are not mutually exclu-
sive [61]; revealing true aspects of oneself can still be compatible with self-presentation, as such
revelations can also support a favorable public persona [92]. We adopt the view in this paper that
self-presentation is a strategic form ofself-disclosure that predominates on social media, where
users, acting as performers, anticipate positive outcomes from their disclosures.

Although self-presentation is often perceived as strategic gamesmanship, this view does not
capture its full complexity [88]. In reality, self-presentation can be deeply �authentic,� as in, it
typically involves a portrayal that is somewhat enhanced and idealized, yet genuinely believed by
the person presenting it [18, 49, 119]. Self-presentation often aims for accurate self-portrayal [12,
25, 66, 86, 90]. This approach may serve several purposes: to ensure others perceive one in a manner
that elicits respect and treatment congruent with one's identity; to receive a�rming feedback that
addresses personal uncertainties; and to embody the principle that �honesty is the best policy,�
fostering a sense of authenticity while mitigating risks associated with deception. Furthermore,
intentional self-presentation does not inherently signify inauthenticity; Schlenker [88] uses the
analogy of how a skilled lecturer meticulously crafts their presentation to e�ectively convey genuine
and signi�cant information to their audience. This stands in stark contrast to a disorganized lecturer
whose lack of preparation may come across as insincere or self-absorbed. Similarly, the careful
arrangement of personal information may better re�ect an authentic self-depiction as perceived
by the individual) [90]. In other words, presenting accurate information requires as much skill in
self-presentation as presenting inaccurate information if it is to achieve the intended e�ect on the
audience.

Authentic self-presentation can manifest through either automatic or controlled cognitive pro-
cesses. Automatic processes are those which 1) occur without conscious awareness, 2) require
minimal cognitive e�ort, 3) do not require conscious monitoring, and 4) are initiated involuntarily
without outside triggers [10, 88]. In such instances, self-presentation scripts may be triggered
automatically by speci�c aspects of the audience or the context, with the individual often un-
aware of how deeply they are in�uenced by the social environment and their interpersonal objec-
tives [62, 86, 87, 91, 102]. Automatic self-presentation is most common in familiar environments
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among close acquaintances or friends, where individuals feel a sense of security and positive regard
(e.g., while relaxing at home with closer friends) [88, 109]. Self-presentation is also more likely to be
automatic when it aligns with one's established self-image and personality traits [88]. Conversely,
self-presentation often involves controlled processes in situations where the stakes or the audience
are signi�cant or where the individual is unsure about the impression they wish to project [89, 90].
Under such conditions, individuals tend to deliberately focus on the impression they are making,
meticulously planning and rehearsing their behavior [89, 103]. The caveat of having to deviate
from their automatic mode of self-presentation is that individuals may need to exert more cognitive
e�ort, which can detract from their performance or quality of life [88, 116].

2.3 Challenges with Authentic Self-Presentation Online

While authentic self-presentation is highly valued, particularly among teenagers, it can be particu-
larly challenging to achieve on social media. One characteristic of computer-mediated communica-
tion (CMC) that makes it more conducive to self-presentation than face-to-face (F2F) interactions
is its asynchronicity [92]. In contrast to the often messy, unscripted, and spontaneous nature
of F2F communication, social media allows for more controlled exchanges due to the ability to
re�ect, edit, and revise messages [108]. Though self-presentation can also be spontaneous [91],
self-presentation is often a complex process, re�ecting a dynamic interplay between the self and
the audience within a speci�c social context [88]. It involves not only expressing oneself but also
responding to situational pressures and conforming to the identity expectations of others [89].
It embodies aspects of an individual's self-concept, personality, social roles, and perceptions of
audience preferences. Consequently, people often leverage the asynchronicity of CMC to craft their
self-presentation online [113] carefully.

Online communication also di�ers from F2F interactions because it typically involves broadcast-
ing messages to many people simultaneously rather than engaging in one-on-one exchanges [92].
This broadcasting nature of social media interacts with adolescent characteristics in ways that
signi�cantly complicate self-presentation. Adolescents typically experience a heightened sense
of self-consciousness relative to adults or younger children, leading to feelings of being under
constant scrutiny, a phenomenon referred to as theimaginary audience[38]. This feeling is am-
pli�ed in online environments where audiences are typically larger and less transparent than in
o�ine scenarios [124]. Moreover, adolescents'imagined audienceon social media, de�ned as �the
mental conceptualization of the people with whom [they] are communicating� [ 67], encompasses
individuals from diverse contexts such as family and school, mirroring the complex layers of
audiences they engage with on these platforms. This sense ofcontext collapse[16] prompts adoles-
cents to employ self-presentation strategies in online environments to manage the tensions that
arise [15, 71, 100, 114]. These strategies often involve sharing the�lowest common denominator�[53]:
content that is universally deemed appropriate by all groups within the imagined audience [53, 110].
Consequently, relationship-building processes are also a�ected, as the breadth, depth, and reci-
procity of authentic self-disclosure become restricted, and users disclose only super�cial aspects of
themselves [53] or disengage entirely from sharing [52].

The third distinguishing factor of many social media sites from F2F communication is the publicly
visible and quanti�able nature of audience feedback, such as �Likes� and comments. The opportunity
to present oneself on social media opens up new avenues for identity development, including
experimenting with self-presentation and expression [118]. However, online self-disclosure often
involves risks and harms [11, 92], and adolescents, particularly those who are sensitive to rejection
and self-presentation [122], justi�ably feel more cautious about self-disclosure [84]. The heightened
self-consciousness often drives adolescents to present themselves favorably online to maintain their
social standing [50, 51, 122]. This leads to a tension between authenticity and self-presentation
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online known as the�online authenticity paradox�[50]: people aim for authenticity in their personal
life and online presentation, but doing so necessitates sharing negative experiences. Sharing
these experiences requires vulnerability, which can either be risky or bene�cial [11]. Explicitly
investing e�ort in communication [63] may be helpful, but interactions on current social media
that revolve around �Likes� often fail to provide the necessary support to make users feel safe in
those interactions [22].

Collectively, this line of work suggests a need for online spaces that support adolescent peer
interactions in ways that are developmentally sensitive, i.e., providing support for authentic self-
disclosure that leads to relationship development. Yet, research suggests that, currently, social media
platforms instead prey upon the fears that adolescents experience, such as those stemming from
their heightened sense of self-consciousness [19]. For example, photo sharing, a prevalent form of
communication on social media platforms, can exacerbate self-presentation concerns [122,123]. The
perception of attractiveness is often central to adolescents' self-concept and self-esteem, particularly
among girls. These social media sites, with their visually oriented nature, the capability to carefully
curate and manipulate visual images, and the existence of a peer audience that provides reinforcing
feedback [28], often promote social comparison. This comparison is made with meticulously
selected and edited photos of peers, celebrities, and �in�uencers� [43], leading to unhealthy social
comparisons and an ampli�ed emphasis on self-presentation. Furthermore, social media platforms
frequently place a higher emphasis on metrics such as time on site and return visits than on the
quality of relationships. This approach further encourages users to display carefully curated content
for approval and partake in continuous social comparisons.

2.4 Online Authenticity and Technology Design

While certain a�ordances [36, 41, 107] of online communication�like asynchronicity, editability,
visualness, and publicness�encourage manicured self-presentation, other a�ordances can promote
authentic self-disclosure. Platforms and features such as Snapchat, Instagram Story, and BeReal
support ephemeral sharing, which despite potential context loss [24], grants users greater control
over their narrative and privacy [36]. Ephemeral posts reduce self-consciousness, encourage casual
and authentic exchanges [13, 26, 27, 64, 121], and enable deeper interactions, playful interactions,
and private engagements [26, 27, 77, 121].

Besides ephemerality, the perceived degree of audience control and the (smaller) size of the
network also support authenticity. Users often set aside online spaces for closer relationships,
fostering authentic interactions within intimate friend circles [26, 58, 64, 79, 99, 112]. Finsta (i.e.,
�Fake Instagram,� or secondary Instagram accounts) users, for example,�recon�gure� [120] Instagram
to establish smaller, more intimate environments, enabling the sharing of un�ltered and emotionally
expressive content [120]. While this active audience management can be demanding, it e�ectively
promotes authenticity on social media [120]. Furthermore, pseudonymity, which can be found on
platforms such as Tumblr, can foster a greater sense of trust among users and with the platform itself.
This a�ordance has been shown to promote online authenticity, particularly bene�ting marginalized
individuals who seek safe spaces for genuine self-expression and disclosure [11, 34, 37, 85].

Previous studies in Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) and Computer-Supported Cooperative
Work (CSCW) have also sought to explore new ways of supporting relationship-building and
authentic self-disclosure online. For instance, an analysis by Stepanova et al. [97] investigated
the design of 50 artifacts aimed at promoting�genuine� feelings of connection in technologically
driven systems. Their research identi�ed nine design strategies that enable genuine connection,
with a�ective self-disclosure being the most pertinent to our study. Numerous systems employing
this approach have leveraged biofeedback sharing (e.g., signaling physiological activity such as
heart rate and its associated emotion to a partner) in dyadic communication settings [45, 47, 68,
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69, 73, 81]. Alternative strategies were catered to broader connections beyond peer relationships,
such as linking with the unity of humanity [56], engaging with strangers [74], or maintaining
distant relationships [83]. In addition, a substantial body of research exists that examines how
technology can facilitate self-disclosure and relationship enhancement through the use of situational
conversation prompts. For instance, Zheng et al. [125] developed PocketBot, a chatbot that nudges
users to resume, enliven, and deepen conversations. However, research in this area has primarily
focused on using conversational prompts to support relationships with strangers [57].

Finally, several studies have explored BeReal from authenticity and/or relationship angles [20,
70, 93, 106, 111]. First, Tirocchi [106] discusses how BeReal's authenticity aligns with the values of
users aged between 20 and 23, showing that young people's media choices, including BeReal, re�ect
a desire for authenticity. Maddox [70] highlights how BeReal diverges from performance-based
authenticity by emphasizing the promotion of�authenticity-as-realness�through spontaneity. The
authors note how the app's�panopticism�and self-monitoring are what enable users to put realness
before performance, a culture not seen previously on other social media platforms. Taylor [101]
analyzed BeReal's designs, �nding that they encourage users to engage with�sporadic�authenticity.
On the other hand, Snyder [93] critiqued BeReal's claim to authenticity by examining its user
experience and rules that enforce an�always-on mentality,�arguing that this approach increases the
need for external curation instead of promoting true self-expression. Finally, Reddy and Kumar [82]
explored how BeReal's design features shaped what constitutes �authenticity,� �nding that BeReal's
a�ordances align more with�extemporaneous interaction�than �comprehensive self-presentation.�
Despite extensive research on BeReal and online authenticity, there remains a limited understanding
of how BeReal's design aligns with adolescent developmental needs, particularly regarding self-
presentation strategies and relationship-building on social media. Our study �lls this gap by
analyzing BeReal's approach beyond a�ordances, examining how its design cultivates speci�c
cultural norms and expectations of authenticity that resonate with teens' heightened sensitivity to
peer perceptions. We also explore how these factors contribute to both engagement and potential
toxicity in self-presentation practices.

3 Background

BeReal incorporates several design elements that funnel users towards creating a space for sharing
un�ltered photos with a closer circle of friends. For instance, BeReal users receive daily noti�cations
that encourage frequent, low-stakes posting. These noti�cations are sent at random times each day,
as determined by the system, prompting users to post photos from both their front and back cameras
within a two-minute window. Although users can postpone their response to the noti�cation and
post at a later time, such posts are tagged as �late.� Noti�cations about these �late� posts are sent to
other users, and the delay in posting is highlighted above the post, e.g., �14 hr late.� The number of
retakes is also visible to friends. While taking the photo, users are nudged to show their faces with
prompts like �Your friends will de�nitely prefer to see your face!� and �Umm, anybody here?� Users
can react to posts with �Realmojis,� emojis created from photos of their own facial expressions.
These two-photo posts are called �BeReals,� and users are unable to view others' posts until they
have shared their own BeReal, and posts in feeds are displayed in chronological order. BeReal does
not feature like counts or friend/follower counts. While users can see their own number of friends,
any number exceeding 50 is simply displayed as �50+.� The platform also explicitly promotes adding
�real friends� on BeReal. A detailed overview of these features, as of December 2022, when the
study interviews were conducted, is presented in Table 1.
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Fig. 1. Screenshots of BeReal features: (a) randomly timed daily notification; (b) a 2-minute countdown timer
for BeReals taken on time; (c) timestamp for a late BeReal with a �late� status; (d) the number of retakes; (e)
& (f) front and back photos; (g) feedback on photo encouraging users to show their faces; (h) Instant Realmoji
that requires users to take a photo each time; (i) Instant Realmoji used on a post; (j) text explaining reciprocal
posting; (k) text explicitly encouraging users to add closer friends

4 Method

We conducted semi-structured interviews with 29 current BeReal users. All participants had used
BeReal for at least one week, had at least one friend on the platform, and had posted at least three

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 8, No. CSCW2, Article 370. Publication date: November 2024.


	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Related Work
	2.1 Adolescents and the Developmental Significance of Authentic Self-Disclosure
	2.2 Authentic Self-Disclosure and Self-Presentation
	2.3 Challenges with Authentic Self-Presentation Online
	2.4 Online Authenticity and Technology Design

	3 Background
	4 Method
	4.1 Participants and Recruitment
	4.2 Procedure
	4.3 Data Analysis
	4.4 Ethical Considerations and Researchers' Positionality

	5 Results
	5.1 How BeReal's Design Encourages Authentic Self-Presentation
	5.2 The Perceived Benefits of BeReal's Design
	5.3 The Perceived Downsides of BeReal's Design
	5.4 BeReal's Potential and Limitations to Support Relationship-Building
	5.5 Adolescents' Conclusions about BeReal

	6 Discussion
	6.1 The Social Media Self-Presentation Matrix (SMSM)
	6.2 Design Recommendations to Support Authentic Self-Presentation Online
	6.3 Limitations and Future Work

	7 Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References
	A Interview Protocol

