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Abstract: 

 

In contemporary multicultural societies a widespread use of social media has provided 

individuals easy access to information and the ability to track inequalities. 

Consequently, it is important to investigate the potential effects of social media on 

people. This ethnographic study conducted in Sweden focuses on young students with 

foreign backgrounds and aims to examine how social media influences their attitudes 

towards their ethnic identity. Through semi-structured interviews, the study reveals that 

social media has a significant impact on the perception and formation of ethnic identity 

both in positive and negative ways. Despite initial struggles this thesis argues that most 

young students ultimately expressed satisfaction with their ethnic identity.   
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1 Introduction  

The selected topic for this research is motivated by the existing situation of tension 

within the population, where the majority of individuals belong to various ethnic 

backgrounds. The reason for probing this specific subject with young foreigners is to 

examine their real-life experiences and opinions of an emerging question of one’s 

identity, along with extensive exposure to social media.  

Sweden has a widespread tradition of welcoming people from all over the world and 

facilitating them with high public and social support. The nation is heavily determined 

to provide and protect the freedom of other cultures and ethnicities (Yantseva, 2020). 

According to a study about migration and media discourse 2019, the state’s legislation 

allows all ethnic groups to practice their culture, traditions, and language freely. At the 

same time, Malmö, the third largest city of Sweden has been facing significant 

problems with integration of foreign descendants (Yantseva, 2020). For this reason, 

Malmö is where the research will be conducted.  

The city of Malmö has a reputation for hosting a great extent of immigrants belonging 

to different cultural backgrounds. In the city, there are areas where several illegal 

activities are reported in many instances (Gozal, 2019). Unfortunately, this has led to 

an increasingly bad reputation of said areas especially due to the local and international 

media that have portrayed a fearful image of the city or certain parts of the city. The 

terms such as “no go zone” and “vulnerable area” were used to describe the areas with 

higher concentration of immigrants, symbolizing an integration problem, and in turn 

people started to avoid visiting the mentioned areas. The media played a vital role in 

presenting those areas where, most inhabitants are of foreign origin, as troubled areas. 

Many political activists have conveyed serious concerns and disagree with the 

established stereotype and misinterpretation that the media has portrayed (Chacińska, 

M. 2021).  

The real problem emerges when young people of foreign background need to face the 

reaction from the rest of the society in relation to their different cultures and languages. 

The fear of having a certain ethnic identity leads to the possible questioning of one’s 

security, self-esteem and self-formation. Additionally, the surrounding circumstances 

may also present the need for a re-examination of one’s identity. This research aims to 

tie together theories of ethnic and personal development with social media to explore 

https://progressive.org/topics/samar%C3%A9-gozal/
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the potential impact of social media on ethnic identity of young students of foreign 

background, residing in Sweden. 

1.1 Objective and Research Questions 

The objective of this study is to analyse the influence of social media on ethnic identity 

of young students with foreign ethnicity. It focuses on ways in which social media 

contributes to contemplation and discovery of their identity. This qualitative study is 

based on semi-structured interviews and aims to interpret the role of social media in 

case of self-identification of people. 

This research aims to explore the selected issue by focusing on the following questions:  

1. How young students of foreign ethnicity in Sweden feel about their ethnic 

identity?  

2. How social media influences the ethnic identity of young students of foreign 

ethnicity living in Sweden? 

Through the relevant literature review and interviews, this study investigates and asks 

questions related to one’s ethnic identity and the influence of social media among 

young students living in Sweden. The interview technique is considered reliable to 

attain the most recent and accurate information, directly from the members of various 

communities. The interviews have been conducted in person and the selection of 

participants was made through a snowball sampling technique.  

1.2 Methodology and Sources  

When it comes to accumulating information about human behaviour, beliefs, and 

contexts related to the proposed issue, an interview-based method can provide 

researchers with direct insights into experiences, opinions, and expressions, in the 

interviewee’s own words. (Alshenqeeti, 2014).  

The collected responses will be interpreted using an in-depth qualitative analysis 

together with the use of academic sources, articles, and relevant theoretical concepts 

aiming to provide an insightful interpretation. Additionally, the interviews will be 

analysed through narratives of the respondents, to develop a perspective of identity and 

the influence of social media. The snowball sampling was initiated through a friend’s 

referral and continued through additional referrals from the participants. All the 
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participants were contacted through email with a letter of information, research 

questions, and attached consent form following the guidelines from FEN*. 

The sampling criteria for the study participants was as following:  

(A) Students belonging to a foreign background  

(B) Living in Malmö /Sweden  

(C) Active on social media   

(D) Able to speak English and Swedish  

The data collection was conducted and analysed using the following steps: 

(1) Finding and contacting the participants 

(2) Deciding meeting time and place 

(3) Conducting the interview 

(4) Compilation and analysis of the findings 

All the participants had the same set of predetermined questions with added flexibility 

to ask for follow up questions or explore specific areas of interests in more detail. In 

this sense semi-structural interviews are favourable, as open-ended questions invites 

more detailed responses and allow for easier recollection of experiences. They are 

especially helpful for covering broader topics such as, immigration, family, 

background, culture, ethnic identity, education, and social relationships. This in 

combination with closed-ended questions gives some structure and allow for more 

standardized data collection. A narrative analysis is used to analyse the presented 

stories and experiences with social media and ethnic identity from the interviews 

(O'Reilly, 2019). The findings section of the research includes direct viewpoints from 

the respondents, allowing more comprehensive understanding of the topic. 

The interviews 

The purpose of the study is to focus on a specific demographic composed of individuals 

from foreign backgrounds to examine their experiences and explore any potential 

impact social media may have on their ethnic identity. The participants of this study 

 

* Forskningsetiska nämnden 
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consist of adult students aged 18 to 20 living in Malmö (Sweden). All respondents 

belonged to foreign ancestral background; they were either born here in Sweden or 

migrated from another country with their parents. 

The study aims to interview students as young as possible due to their usage of social 

media, and at the same time being at the age to provide the information independently 

and legally. The reason for choosing respondents residing in Malmö was that the city 

is home to a diverse range of ethnicities, and the author currently resides in its suburbs.  

This study follows the ethical guidelines and considerations as per the university 

guidelines and meets the requirements set forth for the participants. The university 

ethical board FEN has granted approval of this study and its methodology.  

As such all interviews were conducted in person, face to face, and the conversations 

were all recorded manually, to comply with FEN. To avoid any threats to identity and 

privacy of the participants, the voice recorder was opted out, and instead answers and 

points of interests were recorded as handwritten notes without the use of any names and 

were later securely disposed of.  

The average duration of an interview was 40 to 50 minutes. English was the primary 

language used; however, the author had no issues when the respondent occasionally 

used Swedish to explain certain terms or points. This was welcomed and understood, 

as the author is bilingual and was able to overcome any potential language barriers to 

collect accurate information. Nonetheless, most of the communication took place in 

English which minimised the risk of any misunderstanding.  

The guidelines recommended by (O'Reilly,2019) were followed during the interviews, 

meaning that the time limit was kept flexible. This would negate any potential time-

stress for the participants so that their feelings and opinions could be expressed 

comfortably. Additionally, the places for interviews were made sure to be safe, and in 

a comfortable setting. With this approach an attentative conversation would be easier 

to achieve and participants would feel free to express themselves throughout and 

without constraint. 

After completing each interview every participant was given a reminder and assurance 

of their privacy and anonymity. The study does not have any intentions to target a 

particular individual or ethnicity and does not aim to use any personal information in 

its transcript. 
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1.3 Ethical Considerations and Delimitations  

This study focuses on individuals and their behaviour, making it necessary to address 

ethical concerns to protect the rights of the participants. Given the nature of the 

research, ethical considerations are taken prior to, during, and after the data collection. 

Additionally, it is essential to note any data limitations before discussing the research 

findings.  

Firstly, it is important to note that this study has taken into consideration the potential 

concerns regarding the exploitation of ethnicity or privacy of its participants. The 

research has made it a priority to respect and uphold a confidentiality measure: To 

ensure confidentiality, any personally identifiable information including family 

situation and ethnical background is completely anonymised. Therefore, the references 

in the narrative part are only described in manner of using the participants identifier 

and date of the interview. This means that no individual identity can be linked to their 

responses and data. Minimization of data: The study has only collected data that is 

deemed strictly necessary and relevant to the topic. This was achieved by using the 

carefully selected list of questions (as outlined in Appendix A).  

Secondly, there was a clear consensus from each participant that was formally 

acquired before each interview (see Appendix B). Participants were fully informed and 

provided with relevant information, including invitation, information and agreement 

letter, detailing the purpose and documentation of their statements in the research 

paper. Throughout the interview process, the primary objective was to gain information 

related to the study, while fostering an open and comfortable environment where 

participants felt at ease to discuss the presented questions.  

Thirdly, voluntary inclusion of respondent’s participation: All participants were 

given the opportunity to choose whether to participate in this study, and that they would 

be provided with information about the study once it is completed. It is also important 

to note that this study does to no extent seek to discuss the topic of religion or any 

questions regarding religious beliefs held by the participants. In this case religion as a 

topic can be closely linked to culture and ethnicity, and can often cause disputes, and 

the study seeks to respect everyone’s personal interpretation of any religious beliefs. 

Emphasizing limitations, this research required a considerable amount of time and 

thorough planning to select the individuals and conduct the interviews. All the 
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respondents were not chosen randomly, but rather through a snowball sampling. The 

initial participant was contacted through a friend’s referral, and additional participants 

were contacted through their contacts. The process for preparing the interviews was 

time consuming due to acquiring the approval, deciding upon time and location for the 

interviews and analysing the results (Adams, 2015). Snowball sampling can often lead 

to selection bias; to mitigate any distortion, no specific gender preference was given 

during the selection of the participants. Moreover, all respondents and I are residents of 

different areas within Malmö City.  

Another expected constraint was recognition that unforeseen incidents could arise 

during the interview sessions. However, to my surprise, no such occurrences happened 

throughout the entire process, except for a minor setback involving two students who 

failed to respond to the invitation e-mail in a timely manner. As a result, the interview 

was rescheduled to accommodate their availability. 

Lastly, when considering the social media platforms utilized by the participants, it is 

important to acknowledge that each site possessed its own distinct purpose and service 

for its users. Although during interviews there is a question regarding the use of various 

social media platforms, it is worth stating that the findings of this study will not disclose 

or specify any particular social media sources.  

In the field of anthropology, it is widely acknowledged that the researcher cannot be 

completely objective. As such, it is important for me to disclose that I belong to a non-

Swedish background. Despite having spent more than two decades in Europe, I still 

maintain a strong connection to my ethnicity, culture and my home country. Living in 

Sweden has provided me with the opportunity to pursue further studies from my own 

experiences as a foreigner; I have selected studying young people and their perception 

of their ethnic identity. This is particularly relevant in today’s context, where social 

media and global exposure have become increasingly prevalent.   

1.4 Literature Review  

In the study of anthropology of identity and selfhood, identity formation is explained 

as a gradual process. It involves commitment and orientation where the identity of an 

individual and their relationship to society is reflected through self-consciousness. The 

process of self-recognition is always considered as distinctive in relation to other 

individuals living in the same set of society. This study defined identity as a core of 
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cultural construction that is transmitted gradually and develops thorough human 

interactions. Additionally, individuals perceive a collective identity because of shared 

history, common actions and experiences. Edvin Ardener (1987) explains that the 

formation and construction of identity can be identified through patterns of power 

relationships. It is always the powerful and dominant members of social groups that 

establish a conceptualized identity. Elias and Scotson (1965) also shared the same point 

of view while discussing identity formation of an individual correlated to those in 

power. The construction of identity is organized and followed by the powerful and well-

defined members of the same social group (Mach, 1993). It means the more powerful 

and dominant members are the more influential, and their identity will be recognizable 

as those of powerful social members. This is important to consider when interpreting 

the effects of social media, which allows power and fame to be conveyed in an arbitrary 

manner. 

Social media offers a platform where people can share diverse ideas. Unfortunately, 

this does not exclude inappropriate behaviour regarding identity. For example, a study 

from Boston University examined how students of colour were subjected to racial 

discrimination on social media (Eschmann, 2020). The research highlighted growing 

indications of anxiety and stress between the students and within the families. The study 

gives main indication to poor mental health and depression in-between students singled 

out due to their diverse racial identity. Moreover, the analysis explains the role of social 

media as an established gateway for campus cultures that help individuals attain 

knowledge and influence others. In this regard online discrimination has also appeared 

and resulted in negative impact on mental and social health of the students. This study 

served as empirical evidence that social media could be associated with the spread of 

blatant discrimination, that can frequently disturb the mental health of students 

(Eschmann, 2020). 

In the era of modern technology and virtual communication, social media plays a vital 

role in facilitating the exploration and dissemination of knowledge about racial 

identities. The use of social media is embedded in daily routines when it comes to 

education or entertainment. Moreover, the researcher applied symbolic interactionism, 

where participants were to explain their experiences, understanding and perception of 

racial identity, and how one may have felt about it (Chen, Davison, Ou, 2020).  
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Social media is recognized as a relevant source for structural patterns of discrimination 

and influencing people’s behaviour; for example, it is very common to see hate speech 

on social media targeting specific people or communities become rapidly viral 

following events of discrimination or other disturbing activities that occur in real life. 

In a linguistic study, performed at New York University by Relia, Cook, and Chunara 

(2019), a similar issue has been emphasized as their research highlighted offensive 

material online. Meaning that if certain material is highly publicised, the content it 

includes tends to target a specific group of people. The research further established that 

rapid growth of social media also contributes to a judgmental tradition regarding the 

individuals based on their ethnicity; according to their findings, the content on social 

media contained material targeting certain groups (Relia, Cook, and Chunara, 2019).  

The use of offensive, or hurtful language, stereotypical concepts, and images 

illuminates the disturbance towards multi-ethnic groups of people. (Pronoza, 

Panicheva, Koltsova, and Rosso, 2021).  

In addition, research conducted by Mauthe, Arita, Allen, Gray and Leung in 2013 

highlighted the behaviours of individuals and the influence of social media therein. The 

research indicated that ethnical and cultural differences could construct strong diversity 

between individuals. Most of the time, individuals receive the main portion of 

information through various sources of social media. They perceive it, develop their 

concepts, and interact with each other according to their beliefs and understandings. 

The researchers highlighted that this process of human understanding is not that straight 

forward, rather quite complex and distinctive from one individual to another. The study 

explains this in phases; firstly, the process is connected to the complexity of a person’s 

understanding of the language in which the information is received; secondly, cultural 

norms and religious beliefs can influence their understanding; finally, all these factors 

influence behaviour, and manage a decision-making approach to a certain extent 

(Mauthe, Arita, Allen, Gray. and Leung, 2013). 

Emphasizing on global change and the contemporary world, there are concerns of 

anthropology becoming more interdisciplinary in relation to communities, migration 

and social and cultural understanding. Globalization is accelerating the process of 

interaction with less limitation and generating fusion among societies and identities. A 

study of anthropology and globalization identified global media as the platform where 

nations can produce their interests. With the advancement and transformation of social 
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media one can easily replace a person’s position in a society, for example, make a 

powerful person look weak or the other way around (Kearney, 1995). 

Currently, several studies have been exploring the increasing use of media and its 

impact on people from different ethnic groups. There are studies from different fields 

examining the influence of mass media on minority groups and the integration and 

interaction between various cultures. At present, social media has been playing a 

significant role towards the integration of minorities in mixed societies. Growing 

availability of mass media has an increasing amount of impact to relations and influence 

on the social lives of people, especially the younger generation. This interaction is 

developing among people who can easily interact through several available channels 

over a vast range of geographical distances (Mittelstädt, & Odag, 2015). By examining 

multiple literature and sources, it is evident that social media plays a crucial role, 

influencing individuals of all ages in various aspects of their lives.  

1.5 Relevance to the Human Rights  

The influence of social media on ethnic identity is relevant to human rights as it has the 

power to both empower and marginalize individuals and communities. Social media 

has the potential to gain and promote understanding, respect, and inclusivity.  

The advanced practice of utilising social media helps individuals of various growing 

multicultural societies to gain information and knowledge. It provides the ability to 

track inequalities through the spread of information around the world. The freedom of 

having personal identity as a fundamental right is mentioned in Article 8 of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, 1948) and, in Article 19 of the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR, 1966). Our society is constructed with 

different identities that describe our roles and define who we are, which relies upon 

having the right to do so. 

The democratic states and multicultural societies are trying to establish a flawless 

mechanism for social media platforms. Where they can meet the standards of 

international human rights and, ensure every individual the right to enjoy their identity 

and the right to practice a lifestyle of their preference (ICERD, 1965). Social media 

could also be a place of racism, which goes against human rights. Social media is in 
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many more examples a place where one can be marginalized, giving it a clear 

connection to human rights.  

The right to have freedom of speech can influence the lives of our upcoming 

generations in both positive and negative ways especially in the contemporary world, 

where almost every sort of information is easily accessible to everyone. It is possible 

to attain relatively large amounts of information within a very short time frame, without 

having any requirements to travel or leave the comfort of one’s home. Due to easy-

access, people might neglect the origin of the obtained information, and fail to properly 

investigate the authenticity of the source of information. This is true when determining 

information, even though gained from a variety of available sources, can either be 

favourable or harmful to one’s life (Kushin, and Yamamoto, 2013). This indicates a 

potential for widespread misinformation, able to cause social-stress and suffering to the 

affected society. With the practice of using the right to express an opinion on social 

media, people interact with one another regardless of having the thought of how these 

discussions may have the potential to affect someone’s emotions directly or indirectly. 

There are tendencies to misguide or target people with minority status or those 

belonging to a different perception (Whiting, and Pritchard, 2017).  

The International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) 

1969, article, 9 affirms that every individual is entitled to have legal protection form 

any kind of discrimination, based on race, colour and ethnicity. Furthermore, the 

convention states a promise to provide peace, harmony and security among societies so 

that everyone can enjoy equally (ICERD, 1965).  

The democratic states in Europe assured freedom of speech and freedom of expression, 

meaning that it is not possible to impose restrictions on media. Therefore, it is extremely 

problematic to prevent the spread of any kind of disinformation if there is any. There is 

a strong consensus among international expertise regarding many sources that have 

failed to provide an adequate transparency with regards to the use of freedom of 

expression within human rights (Docquir, 2019). The information in the shape of 

statements, images and sounds can reflect hate, love, violence, oppression, or liberation. 

These digital sources of information have strong connection with human behaviour, 

knowledge, and communication. Therefore, information and disinformation, especially 

regarding sensitive content, can lead to certain consequences, specifically within the 

minds of young members of a society (Luke, 2018).  
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Despite a growing interest to benefit from vast amounts of available information on 

social media, it is unavoidable that a growing number of users are prone to react and be 

influenced in their respective ways. This widespread use of social media can easily 

leave an impact on young minds while they are going through their learning process of 

life.  

1.6 Structure of the Thesis 

Following this chapter, chapter two includes the framework of the research and leading 

concept of this study. Chapter two also includes thorough explanation of the selected 

methodology and provides additional explanation of key terms regarding this study. To 

give better insight and perspective regarding interpreting participants responses, 

chapter three includes the findings and interpretation corresponding to the analysis. 

Here, the experiences of the interviewees are presented, together with the results, and 

are then connected to relevant concepts to answer the research questions. Chapter four, 

the conclusion, summarises the study and provides reflections of key findings, the 

subject in general, and suggestions for future research. The bibliography lists all 

academic sources that were accessed through online journals, books and websites. The 

appendix at the end contains a list of questions used in the interviews, and a copy of the 

consent form that was presented to each participant.  
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2 Theoretical Framework  

2.1 Theoretical Framework 

In the study of anthropology of identity and selfhood, identity formation is explained 

as a gradual process. It involves commitment and orientation, where the identity of an 

individual and their relationship to the society is reflected through self- consciousness. 

The process of self-recognition is always considered as distinctive, in relation to other 

individuals living in the same set of society. The phenomenon of identity helps to 

understand the interrelation of categorization of groups of individuals and their identity 

in any social sphere. Furthermore, this concept helps to understand the mechanism of 

group identities and their association in social settings. Identity is a contextual 

phenomenon that is developed and formed through interactions among individuals. 

Identity is regarded as an individual’s psychological process of recognition and self-

formation of their personality (Mach, 1993). As globalization has altered traditional 

modes of interaction between societies, particularly in multicultural settings, 

communication has shifted to a more digital rather than physical form.  

Social constructivists believe that reality is a construct of knowledge that is gained 

through human interaction. Knowledge or information gained through the process of 

interaction can also have certain perspectives and various supporting contexts (Nawaz, 

Kundi, 2010). In this regard, social media has been found to influence attitudes and 

public opinions in many aspects of society including ethnicity; Thus, media discourse 

plays a vital role in construction of knowledge and can reinforce the power structure 

articulating an additional discourse in society (Yantseva, 2020). Considering social 

media’s influence on identity through advanced interaction, made available by 

technology, constructivism supports the understanding of human interaction and 

development of knowledge (Chai, Fan, 2016). 

The anthropology identity explains the importance of group formation as a mean to 

maintain social category or, as a group where individuals realize that they belong to a 

certain group. Moreover, the principal concept of anthropology is to deal with 

components of a social structure that involves self-categorization and self-assessment. 

This notion benefits to understand that people belonging to different groups have 

similar ways of holding their opinions. This concept further explains that these groups 
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function as interrelated individuals, where each member is unique but engages in the 

same integrated activities (Stets, and Burke, 2000). 

The anthropology of identity is a feasible approach to understand contemporary 

societies and explains the interrelation among groups and identity construction. The 

combination of these concepts benefits the study with understanding issues regarding 

opinions of individuals, ethnic identity, influence of social knowledge and its meaning 

to the younger generation. 

2.2 Definitions of Key Concepts  

The following paragraphs define the major concepts that have been used in this study: 

The Concept of Identity is a contextual phenomenon that is developed and formed 

through interactions among individuals. According to Oxford dictionary identity is 

defined as “the fact of being who or what a person or thing is” (English Oxford 

Dictionary”, Oxford University Press, 2022). Identity is recognized as a human capacity 

to recognise each other through language and behaviours. According to Richard 

Jenkins, social identity is a process of identification, something that happens between 

individuals, and referred to as the process of “classification”. It is argued that this 

process of classification is a result of shared interests of individuals. Jenkins further 

explains that identity and interests are closely related. People adopt an identity to make 

sense of who they are and to shape their lives (Jenkins, 2014).  According to Christian 

Wicke, identity is a socially constructed concept that is understood by specific or 

multiple roles of an individual that exist in the belonging society (Wicke, 2019). 

Identity evolves by many characteristics and is influenced through different events in 

life. Generally, identity is determined by a person’s role performed within a specific 

part in a social life. 

Another competing theoretical notion is that identity is primordial, something that is 

fixed, which goes against constructivism. In this regard, each of us belong to a certain 

ethnic group, and this status of belonging remains fixed over the lifetime (Chandra, 

2012). Geertz, 1963 as cited in Bačová, 1998 was the prominent name who introduced 

the concept of primordial identity, in the social existence of individuals. He further 

explains that primordial attachment has different categories depending upon interest of 

individuals, time, and their communities. Individuals preferred to remain tied to their 

relatives and kin relationships that helped them to establish their own social 
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communities. Furthermore, these primordial communities are interconnected, as they 

believe in their historical development and shared ancestral background. Therefore, 

they have common interests, cultural values, and even religion (Bačová, 1998).  

Further emphasizing on identity formation, the most well-known scholar in the field 

was Erik Erikson, who developed the idea of a personality conflict that occurs during 

adolescence (Saylor, Aries, 1999). Erikson was also the prominent figure in the 

development of the study of identity concerning adolescence. In the study of human 

development, Erikson believed that the formation of identity is a primary psychological 

task for adolescents (Sokol, Justin, 2009). According to Erikson, in this period of life 

identity becomes one of the main focuses, where one embraces their values, goals, 

occupation, friends, relationships and perhaps even political opinions (Adriana, 

Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, Bámaca-Gómez, 2004). The identity formation is important 

to human life and helps to explain the role of individuals, their realisation of self, 

through interactions and involvements in society or family. This formation can also 

increase through some confrontations, and other interactions. In some cases, even an 

encounter of racism can have implications for the exploration of identity for members 

of ethnic groups (Ålund, 1998). 

Every community or group is based on its identity determined by the shared traits of 

its inhabitants. The communal groups are communities that share collective identity, 

core interests, traditions, and experiences of similar history. These groups of people are 

connected to one another through similar language, religious beliefs, and regions of 

residence. This communal group of people is referred to as an “ethnic group”, or a 

“minority group”, when they differ from other larger and more established groups or 

traits. However, the key identification for defining an ethnic group is not just reliant of 

a presence of different traits and beliefs but also dependent on their shared perception 

and belief that they are a community of different people (Fox, 2003). 

The feeling of attachment or self-belonging makes humans more positive and can 

contribute to a sense of strength (Gummadam, Pittman, Ioffe, 2016). “Self-esteem is 

derived from their sense of group belonging and consequently those who maintain 

favourable definitions of group membership will also exhibit positive self-esteem” 

(Adriana, Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, Bámaca Gómez, 2004: p10, para.3). One can 

therefore conclude that identity is a central part of a person’s conception of self and is 

crucial in maintaining self-consistency. It is evident that the formation of a sense of 
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self-belonging plays a vital role in the development of an individual’s social behaviour 

(Gummadam, Pittman, Ioffe, 2016). 

The presence of self-belonging has a positive impact on the personality in many ways 

and enhances the psychological wellbeing of individuals. On the other hand, those who 

lack well-defined ethnic identities might have a lower self-esteem that can cause 

anxiety or depression among them. “However, if the social climate in which 

individuals’ lives are embedded does not place value on the ethnic group, and 

individuals experience discrimination or prejudice, they may display lower self-esteem 

than members of groups who do not have these experiences” (Adriana, Umaña-Taylor, 

Yazedjian, Bámaca-Gómez, 2004: p10). Depressive symptoms might lead to a social 

group with a less content life, and this can decrease their social progress. Understanding 

identity and its significance is important to understand the development of individual’s 

characteristics. This development can be seen or expressed through, use of language, 

behaviour, and expression or even through the occurrence of certain incidents (Pande, 

Jha, 2016). 

Thus, the term “Ethnic Identity” is applied to describe groups of people with different 

history and cultural backgrounds to that of the majority of the co-exiting social group. 

The term “Identity Formation” is applied to describe the stage of development among 

young people. Understanding identity and the significance of social media is essential 

to understand the progress of an individual’s characteristics. Here, identity is 

particularly used in the sense of explaining the definition, as identification of oneself, 

while co-existing in a multicultural society (Phinney, 1990). 

Many studies have shown that reaching a stage of belonging and commitment to a 

particular ethnic group helps in developing a sense of high security, self-esteem, and 

strength. There are many studies that have been investigating the theory of ethnic 

identity with particular emphasis on the components that could contribute to a person’s 

psychological well-being. (Ong, Fuller-Rowell, Phinney, 2010 & James Marcia, 1980). 

Interests tend to arise regarding the development of ethnic identity and whatever 

circumstances challenge its improvement. It is understood that ethnic identity is a 

process that positively affects individuals by providing comfort, an understanding of 

their feelings of belonging, and improvements in their self-confidence (Saylor, Aries, 

1999). However, rising ethnic issues that are increasingly politicised and made public 

through social media can be problematic, especially in cases of ongoing conflicts. In 
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this paper, the notion of identity is presented as a process of realization. Individuals 

belonging to various ethnicities understand each other with comfort and have often 

undergone a process of realization in their early age. 

Social media  

The newest era of technology and digitalization have introduced a new form of 

interaction between people, both collectively and individually. The use of the Internet 

provides a platform to a vast audience to interact through different channels of social 

media. It facilitates people to communicate, and share information through speech, 

content, pictures, and videos. Social media has become a place to allow people to 

establish a digital identity to facilitate interactivity among people (Hjorth, L. 2019). 

Scholars have studied the field of anthropology based on media production and its 

consumption for almost 20 years (Ruby, 2005). Regarding social media, 

anthropologists have also highlighted another form of knowledge that we gain through 

the production of digital text. A weblog technology is a media activity that bloggers 

can use to spread information (Reed, 2005). Such a quick way to put written word 

online also allows its users to respond quickly and share their feelings and thoughts 

almost immediately without any need for compositional editing. These entries can 

sometimes lead to unnecessary information being posted and carries the potential to 

spread in an uncontrollable way (Reed, 2005). As an unprecedented increasing rate of 

internet communities showing strong interest to socialize on the internet, heavily 

increases its popularity as a daily activity and assistant. Nowadays social media has 

been recognized as an indispensable fact for everyone. Our social system has been 

shaped in accordance with modern technology and adopted conventional ways of work 

and education, however this mobility might still be inadequate in some cases to 

integrate people (Gündüz, 2017). In fact, the use of developing technology might 

violate privacy and security of individuals. 

In some situations, we might lose the insight of certain realities, and control over people 

with certain cultural and social dimensions. Virtual communication is also different 

from traditional communication, since people connect with each other through their 

online-identity, one that can now be fictionalized. In this process anyone can hide their 

true identity, especially if a person is not willing to follow the ethics of identity and 

have intentions of abusing information. As societies are utilizing collective forms of 
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technologies, the process of learning and gaining information is advancing and 

developing quickly (Suler, 2004). This process can easily lead to an abusive use of the 

Internet. The increasing amount of people utilising the online sphere and altered 

identities, can create the climate of inequalities and exploitation of individuals. 

Currently, there are several social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, 

LinkedIn, TikTok, Telegram, and Snapchat, that are commonly used for 

communication and accessing content produced or shared by others on the same 

platform (Kushin, Yamamoto, 2013). When living in the digital age, a lot of 

dependency lies on technology and its use for communication, information, and 

education. Nowadays, individuals of every age spend more time on social media and 

share their data, stories, profiles, and most importantly their opinions without much 

filtering. Due to this people tend to be more actively relying on social media with less 

effort. This has led to many disregarding the credibility of the information and the 

spreaders of information that may or may not consider themselves responsible for any 

inequality or discrimination. The feeling of themselves or the identity of an individual 

provides meaning for security and power where they can maintain and establish 

themselves as important social members. The feeling of self-identity has a 

psychological aspect that encourages people to feel secure and adopt an identity and 

body of an established individual (Gündüz, 2017). However, the aspect of establishing 

a digital identity online can also determine a person’s willingness to adopt any 

individuality, possibly even a false individuality or one that clashes with the norm. 

In Europe, people are progressively engaged with social media where they can interact 

through visual, virtual, or textual communication, making it a massive industry. It is 

also true that every platform has its own aim and use case.  For some its only business 

where the main aim is to earn money through advertisement for various companies 

(Alalwan, Rana, Dwivedi, Algharabat, 2017).  

Consequently, the advanced practice of social media helps individuals of various 

growing multicultural societies to gain information, knowledge, and the ability to track 

inequalities by spreading information to the rest of the world. Nowadays, more people 

than ever are active on social media, engaging in a variety of actions. Social media has 

influenced society in understanding and investigating reality more effectively. People 

belonging to various identities influence each other, are well-aware of their mutual 

interests, and understand their ancestral backgrounds.  
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Social media plays a significant role in shaping the perception of ourselves as well as 

others. The constant exposure and information can influence our view and may 

contribute to the formation of one’s identity. For instance, social media today serves a 

large part of the perceived environment of an individual and in this sense, social media 

could directly influence the formation of a certain identity. 

Social media might also influence an individual by amplifying the sense of conflict 

regarding which ethnicity one belongs to. Conversely, an individual could also adopt a 

certain identity regardless of the abundant information and potential effects of social 

media. In this sense social media may or may not affect the ethnic identity of individuals 

even though it harbours lots of information and the well-established ability to influence 

ideas and perceptions. 

Several previous studies within this field have mentioned that there is a consequence 

from social media that can impact various aspects of lives. These influences have also 

been examined upon those belonging to different ethnic groups. This research is built 

upon previous research discussing similar issues; however, this paper contributes to the 

ongoing discourse with a fresh perspective and understanding, pertaining specifically 

to ethnic development of adolescent students.  

  



Amna Yaqoob   

 
25 

 

3 Findings and Results  

Through the interviews some key findings were made clear; nearly everyone mentions 

that they went through a process of understanding and formation of themselves within 

their ethnic group. It was also interesting to observe that participants were determined 

to maintain their association and individuality. Lastly, it was also abundantly mentioned 

that social media felt responsible for reinforcing power and social structures that would 

articulate an additional discourse in the society, which in turn could create an 

understanding of who they are and whom they belong to. 

This chapter contains an interpretation of the interviews and the results with key points 

and analysis of the research. The chapter will further follow key concepts from the 

selected theoretical perspectives and emphasize their relevance to social structures and 

describe the discovered influence of social media on people of ethnic identity. 

To conveniently portray the findings of interest, they have been categorised as 

following: 1) Daily use of social media, highlights the extent of social media usage 

among the participants. 2) The understanding of individuals identity, which mentions 

the participants individual understanding of their own ethnicity. 3) The significance of 

ethnicity, states how important participants find the matter of ethnicity. 4) The influence 

of social media towards ethnicity, describes the effects felt by the participants. 

3.1 Daily Use of Social Media 

The use of social media has become widespread among younger people in recent years, 

with individuals often spending most of their free time on these platforms. Daily 

practices can vary based on routines, necessities, and purposes. In this part of the study, 

the findings have also revealed the daily time consumption of social media by the young 

generation. 

During the interviews, every individual emphasised the frequent and extensive use of 

social media, often spending multiple hours each day. While in the case of some 

interviewees that spend only a few hours, others admit it is most of the day, as is the 

case for one respondent: “I am highly involved on social media and dedicated to spend 

almost 5 hours each day engaging on various platforms” (F, 2023). This is also 
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confirmed by: “My day starts by browsing through various online platforms. I find 

myself active on social media for more than six hours per day” (K, 2023). Some spend 

many hours online which greatly increases their exposure to unregulated information. 

However, for some it is much less, as some admit to only two to three hours depending 

on working hours (I, 2023), or parts of the week (B, 2023) and some even mention that 

they are barely active on social media, and that social media is not as important to them. 

For example: “…not very active on social media, I use only one app to chat and talk. 

My daily usage of social media is less than 3 hours” (H, 2023). 

As mentioned in section 1.2, I specifically identified and selected young individuals 

currently enrolled as students, aged between 18 and 20. It was fascinating to discover 

that nearly every interviewee dedicated a considerable amount of time to social media. 

Even though, this extensive usage did not seem to always serve educational or academic 

purposes. Upon closer examination, it became evident that this engagement with social 

media was in fact a unique form of learning. By immersing themselves in the digital 

realm, these young individuals were able to acquire knowledge, awareness about 

different cultures, societies, and the world at large. Many respondents mention the first 

thing they do in the morning is tune in to social media, “First thing in the morning and 

last thing before I go to bed is my mobile time. I use different platforms to 

communicate, comment and post. I use social media whenever I have the chance” (C, 

2023). 

Today, social media serves as a primary source of information for many individuals, 

providing easy access to a vast amount of information on a wide range of topics. As a 

result, the learning opportunities available have increased significantly. Social media 

provides them with a platform to connect with people from various backgrounds, 

facilitates the exchange of ideas and enhances their experiences. This interconnection 

between individuals and societies is significant to provide an existence of great 

interrelation. “Yes, I am very active on social media. I use a particular platform where 

I gain information about almost everything happening in the world” (G, 2023).  

The purpose of learning and sharing on social media reflects the principle of social 

constructivism. Students invest a substantial amount of time in social media that 

reinforces its relevance as a powerful tool for learning, and especially connectivity.  

Social constructivism emphasizes the development of human knowledge through 

human interactions. One can apply this, to explain the educational values of social 
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media, through online interactions and active engagement in construction of 

knowledge, learning from others and sharing each other’s experiences. As participant 

D said: “I am very active on social media, love to see video clips and pictures of various 

stuff that creators and influencers put out to describe their experiences in different 

ways” (D, 2023). 

The content consumed on social media has the power to influence the opinions and 

attitudes of young individuals on various subjects. Several previous researchers have 

also emphasized the growing trend of the younger generation spending more time on 

social media than ever before, highlighting the significant impact it has on their lives. 

Nowadays, social media serves as a primary source of information for many 

individuals, providing easy access to a vast amount of information on a wide range of 

topics. As a result, the available learning opportunities have increased significantly 

(Martin, Wang, Petty, Wang, Wilkins, (2018). 

3.2 The Understanding of Individuals Ethnicity  

During the interviews, it was quite influential to listen to different thoughts from each 

participant regarding their ethnicity and how they feel about it. During their journey, 

almost every individual encountered a cultural disorientation and struggled to 

understand differences in existing society. “Ethnicity means how one think about it, for 

me it identifies the type of person you are. I do not feel that I belong to a specific 

ethnicity.  Having been and raised in Sweden, I feel a sense of belonging to multiple 

ethnicities” (D, 2023). As time passes a gradual assimilation leads to a deeper 

understanding and appreciation of the host culture and society. This process involves 

embracing new traditions, learning and forming connections within the new 

community. ”I believe, there is a significant cultural difference. When I came to 

Sweden, it took me a while to comprehend the social structure and way of life… I also 

noticed difference among individuals from my neighbouring countries, despite our 

similar culture and language” (E, 2023). Over time their individual identities seamlessly 

merged with the adopted country, resulting in a remarkable and enriched fusion of 

contemporary culture. People started to understand their individual personality and at 

the same time started to take interest and adapt to the exciting social setting, whilst also 

contemplating their own ethnicity. 
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There are however people who felt they were offended because of their difference in 

appearance and therefore struggled to manage their confidence. “I don’t like when 

people compare me with someone else. I felt offended when people pressurised me in 

a certain way due to my appearances” (L, 2023). However, at the same time there are 

people who did not care much and loved the company of others, finding it interesting 

and enjoyable in the company of diverse cultures. “I have a strong social nature and 

enjoy the company of my friends from diverse ethnic backgrounds. As I cannot change 

my appearances and my priorities defines me as individual. My personality represents 

me who I am” (G, 2023). 

Another very interesting issue appeared regarding the understanding of individual 

ethnicity. In some families, staying out late at night is not permissible or considered a 

good thing due to the fear of safety. It is certainly an issue in many countries that 

families still carry with them which was also expressed. “A few years ago, I 

experienced a lack of freedom compared to my fellow swedes. I used to believe that 

freedom was solely about enjoying time with friends and staying out late… In the past 

I was always restricted from staying out late like my friends and not allowed to stay out 

late compared to my Swedish friends. I had to leave them and come home earlier, 

regardless of the situation or occasion. However, I discovered that this was just a 

customary practice in my family setting … Now, I have come to realise that I have 

more freedom to engage in various activities such as studying, traveling, and even 

staying out late with my friends” (B, 2023) In this experience the person is sharing the 

feeling of a lack of freedom from the family. The respondent is trying to explain that 

there are some cultural differences among them and the host society and, that they 

might find it difficult to explain how they feel about such a difference. Yet, at the same 

time, they continue to hold a strong connection with their own culture. As one 

participant said: “I find little distinction between myself and the society I reside in. I 

feel proud about my ethnicity… As my parents taught me their cultural values out of 

affection for their homeland. Consequently, it is only natural that I hold deep 

appreciation for my ethnicity, culture, and especially food” (F, 2023).  

Different views highlighted that all the participants were able to identify and respond 

to their ethnic identity. The participants were generally well informed about their 

ancestral background, culture, and ethnicity from their family. Many mentioned using 

social media to gain further knowledge about their culture and traditions. It is also 
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important to mention that there is a very strong consensus among families to preserve 

and maintain their own cultural and traditional traits. However, in some responses it 

seems very difficult for young people to adopt or clearly understand the purpose of the 

practice of their family culture, which often appears due to a revealed difference from 

the host traditions and culture. Therefore, young people often moved to social media to 

gain further information and background of their cultural practices. “My parents are 

very supportive and told me about our culture and traditions. On special occasions, I 

used to explore various social media platforms in order to find recipes and clothing 

styles that reflect our cultural heritage” (A, 2023). 

Another person mentions the use of social media, in many ways to attain knowledge, 

that is not only beneficial for them but, also provides them with information about the 

rest of the world, and its culture, traditions, and language. “Social media has helped me 

in many ways. It makes it easier for me to communicate with my family from my 

homeland. Through these platforms, I have been able to establish friendships, even with 

individuals from different ethnic backgrounds” (F, 2023). Additionally, others have 

shared their struggle with having a distinctive identity leading up to the point they have 

been able to manage and adopt to the difference between them and the host-culture.  

During the interviews, it was interesting to discover that all the participants were 

actively engaged in conversation and shared their experiences with comfort. While 

sharing their different experiences the respondents were not hesitant to describe their 

thoughts and feelings “I would not change myself for the sake of the world. My 

ethnicity is my identity that I am today… When I was younger, I felt like changing my 

ethnicity due to being bullied in school for having a certain identity… Students mimic 

my accent and made fun of my name. As I got older, I strongly came to inspire my 

culture and ethnicity” (G, 2023).  

In this regard the use of open-ended questions appeared to facilitate more effortless 

discussion and enabled the respondents to elaborate their stories. The process of 

understanding and realization is explaining the identification process of oneself. The 

concept of ethnicity is closely related to groups of people and the process of realization 

of belonging in a certain group. As indicated in the concept of identity, this perspective 

explains that each individual is holding a unique place in a group; however, the process 

of integration within the group is different for everyone. The shared stories of 

individuals highlighted that despite their diverse background these people have 
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discovered a common thread to the way they hold their opinions. However, each person 

has undergone a unique process of self-realization and categorization in their own 

respective way due to their unique social circumstances. “It was lot before, it was 

everything, due to my ethnicity my religion and colour… Now I see it does not matter 

anymore. I understand that everyone is individual it makes no difference where they 

came from” (B, 2023). Through these narrations, it becomes evident that nearly 

everyone has clearly experienced the process of understanding and formation of their 

self within their ethnic group and identities.  

3.3 The Significance of Ethnicity  

Ethnicity encompasses the shared cultural practices, beliefs, and traditions of a 

particular group of people. It is an essential aspect of human identity, influencing how 

individuals perceive themselves and how they are perceived by others. Ethnicity plays 

a crucial role in shaping social interactions, community cohesion, and the formation of 

personal and group identities. It offers a sense of belonging and provides a framework 

for understanding one’s cultural heritage and history. Recognising and appreciating the 

significance of ethnicity promotes diversity, inclusivity, and multiculturalism, fostering 

a richer and more harmonious society. Interaction among similar identities has also 

provided us the understanding of a mechanism of group identities and their association 

in a social setting. “I think I feel more safe and trusted among my own ethnicity more 

than others, but I enjoy spending time with other ethnicities as well” (M, 2023). In the 

case of socialization, people find it more comfortable to be around individuals more 

related to their own identities. This way of socialising provides them with a sense of 

security and safety “I do not listen to the people. I am happy with my culture. I socialize 

with everyone but when it comes to a certain situation… I always seek guidance from 

the friends of my own ethnicity. I believe they have similar experience and better 

understanding then someone else” (B, 2023). 

The support of family and friends has also played a vital role in providing the 

understanding and significance of ethnicity. A respondent mentioned “My parents have 

played a vital role in teaching about my cultural values… my ethnicity is something I 

will always treasure and thanks to social media. I have gained deeper understanding 

about my culture and food” (G, 2023). Social media presents itself as a platform to 

provide understanding of various aspects of life. It has also influenced people to gain 
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deeper knowledge about their cultures and traditions, and as such an asset to peoples 

better understanding of their ethnicity and individual identity in the setting of a more 

foreign host culture and society. 

People find themselves content and satisfied to learn about their cultural traits and have 

realised that having a distinctive identity allows them to learn more. “I am content with 

my ethnicity. If I do not have my specific background, then I would never been able to 

learn things that my family thought me” (A, 2023). 

A participant also highlights that, to have a healthy multicultural society it is essential 

to have knowledge about other cultures and traditions, and that social media makes it 

possible for everyone to learn about each other. “My friends always remind me about 

my cultural values. It is their way to show the love of our culture. Generally, I do not 

follow any news channels from homeland but strongly love the music” (F, 2023).  This 

is also an interesting finding, and illustrates that people established ways to maintain 

an emotional connection with their ethnicity in several ways for example, through 

fashion, food, and music.  

As mentioned above in section 1.3, there was no intention to engage in discussions 

regarding any religious beliefs. However, a respondent shared their feelings on the 

matter. ”Sometimes it is difficult for the people to understand the difference between 

culture and religion. I do like to mix culture and religion… I have my own identity as 

a person. I like to be an individual that belongs to a specific culture and at the same 

time have my own way of life” (B, 2023).  

Over time people belonging to various backgrounds seem to have established a clearer 

understanding about their ethnicity. The process of learning and interacting with others 

highlights the social constructivist approach, especially when mediated and often 

forced by difficulties of living amidst a multicultural society. Individuals were able to 

develop a strong sense of belonging, whilst and through, sharing experiences and 

interactions with each other. Another respondent, however, explains a resilience 

towards information from social media, and highlights ethnicity as their own individual 

perspective. “Ethnicity, to me, refers to the cultural background and knowledge 

acquired over the years while growing up. I do not need validation from social media 

to reinforce or deepen my belief on my ethnic background” (H, 2023). 
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Appearances matter in some sense, where one could easily be recognized or portraying 

a certain identity. Observing people by their looks is not a new custom. Nowadays, 

people are more aware and have already formed impressions about individuals of 

various identities through social media. The influence of social media to portray a 

specific identity with a certain appearance has delt a major amount of discomfort to 

some people. “My ethnicity is important to me, it represents the way I look and act in 

the society. It has nothing to do with others… I think that social media can help others 

to learn about my ethnicity. As we are sharing the same society, it might make it easier 

for them to understand my social values” (M, 2023). Many do not pay much attention 

to learn the reality or the tradition of others before establishing a mind-set. A certain 

mind-set and treatment towards a person might lead to the violation of an individual’s 

identity.  

The association with ethnicity and holding similar opinions among different groups 

emphasised the perspective of anthropological identity. The presented data reveals that 

participants clearly showed their association and determination to maintain their 

individuality. 

3.4 The Influence of Social Media towards Ethnicity  

Social media has a profound influence on the perception and understanding of ethnicity 

in today’s society. It has the power to connect people from all over the globe and serves 

as a platform for individuals to express their cultural identities, celebrate diversity, and 

raise awareness about ethnic issues. On the one hand, it has allowed marginalized 

communities to reclaim their narratives and challenge stereotypes. However, on the 

other hand, it is important to acknowledge that social media can also perpetuate harmful 

stereotypes and contribute to the spread of misinformation (Ylönen, S. 2022). 

Here are some expressions reflecting upon social media’s positive and negative effects 

towards the identity of the participants presented and discussed: “My ethnicity is 

important to me, but I would say this opinion is heavily affected by how social media 

portrays my culture” (M, 2023). Social media can influence others with regards to 

someone`s ethnicity. Many users do not realise that it can affect their subconscious 

beliefs about individuals belonging to a certain individual, and as such leave an 

impression on other individuals belonging to the same ethnicity or culture. A 

respondent shared the feelings by saying that “Social media has left a huge impact on 
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other’s identity, especially when someone is in a delicate condition and have no voice 

of its own” (E, 2023). The larger audience creates more chances of a particular 

perception towards a certain identity being established. Frequent publication of 

information concerning certain ethnicities can easily change the minds of people, 

appearing again and again. This could elicit a certain predisposition of belief regarding 

individuals, in people without them realising. Here we can understand the 

marginalization of some ethnicities while having a lesser opportunity to explain and 

defend their feelings and opinions. This in turn means there are greater chances for 

them to face discrimination, when there is a pre-established mind-set regarding a certain 

ethnicity for people living in another hosting society, with a minority social status. 

“Social media can influence us more. One can easily change its own perception” (L, 

2023). Social media has made people more open to learn about others and accept them 

the way they are. Many find it interesting to learn about other ethnicities. Fortunately, 

social media has made it possible for many to present and reflect upon something. “I 

believe social media has made it clear and more acceptable for people... Therefore, I 

say ethnicity matters more now then back in time… Now we have social media that 

allowed us to present our ethnicity, feel proud about it, and it has also thought us to 

accept others” (B, 2023). This shows that people can use social media for many positive 

purposes, and that it encourages them to find out more about the reality of other 

individuals and of their own identity. This interaction can also highlight a conflictive 

matter regarding ethnicity that could challenge their thoughts regarding other 

individuals of their respective ethnicity and of their own identity. 

“The realization of one`s identity is important. If a person is not content with its own 

identity, social media can affect this person in several ways…sometimes people are 

very influenced by others and try to be like them.… If you are satisfied with your 

ethnicity then social media cannot affect your mind” (D, 2023). Here we can see that 

many find themselves very satisfied with their identities, whilst admitting the fact that 

social media can affect individuals in many ways. There are people that are well-aware 

of their culture and ethnicity, which never worries them. Here social media can be 

interpreted as both an anchor to reinforce an individual’s ethnicity even when in a 

different society, however it is also presented as a potential threat to highlight 

communal dislike due to a different ethnicity or culture. However, the importance of 

maintaining connection to heritage is implicated, and family traditions seem to play a 
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major role, as well as social media. Another participant described the use of social 

media as a tool to learn about traditional food. “I do not pay much attention on news or 

politics form my homeland…my family has a huge role in motivation for food and 

traditions…Now I have social media that serves as a guide for my culture and food” 

(A, 2023). 

I would also emphasise that all the participants were highly engaged with social media 

either by their own interests or through the spread of information. This means that 

information and human interaction online might be beneficial for some but at the same 

time it can leave a negative impact on an individual’s life or mind. It becomes evident 

that social media can influence people even though they are not necessarily aware of it. 

“I do not want to associate myself with any negative representation of my culture” (H, 

2023). Every person has the freedom to live as an individual with the respect of his or 

her private life and family life. Negative material published on social media can 

certainly violate the rights of people belonging to a particular ethnicity. The term 

“trending” has a massive influence on individuals’ thoughts, as a student mentioned: 

“Social media can influence people, that concerns me a lot. When I saw something 

trending and portraying my people wrongly. That definitely annoys me” (E, 2023). This 

is a clear example of the possibility of social media to paint a negative picture regarding 

a certain ethnicity, and that an individual can hold an emotional connection towards 

this and understands that they themselves are associated with that negative picture. 

During the interview, a respondent highlighted another term, “cancel culture”, meaning 

a high-profile person facing huge amount of prompt withdrawal to his/her support by 

the people. “Social media influence the society in empowering or disempowering 

people…if someone is not following the trend properly then your followers will be 

decreased enormously. One will lose the favourable social status because people will 

no longer seems to influence with the opinion” (L, 2023). The participant highlighted 

that one must act in a certain way, and if you are unable to meet the majority opinion 

then your viewpoint would be disregarded. In the case of social media, the view of the 

majority opinion can be a lot more potent, and this effect could be amplified due to 

group interactions being on a much larger scale. 

Ethnic identity is important in its essence, since it can provide individuals with a sense 

of unity and solidarity and help them to overcome any potential division within a 

diverse group of people. The existing connection presents through people reacting 
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strongly when they noticed something negative concerning their group. This response 

seemed very normal during the interviews: “Social media can play a bigger part in 

someone’s life, that can make people happy about their ethnicity… There is struggle in 

every household. When it appears on social media it creates a bonding with others felt 

the same way…when people relate them to the same issue it provides comfort to the 

person” (L, 2023). 

It was rather direct when they responded about having seen or heard something negative 

regarding their associated ethnicity on social media. This similar interaction between 

people describes how they are sharing their opinions and highlights their connection to 

each other. “If something is going on to your neighbourhood it feels close to home…So, 

if it is a good thing it makes you really happy, but if it’s a bad thing it kind of makes 

you a bit shameful, as you are indirectly a part of it…. This is also where the portrayal 

from social media can make a big difference as it can choose what to highlight for the 

public eye” (M, 2023). This is also emphasising the previously explained notion of 

people having an emotional connection towards their ethnicity, however also an 

arbitrary connection towards how a shared ethnicity is portrayed and perceived by 

others. 

The study shows that students often hold similar opinions and insights about their 

issues. It was found that social media could act as a platform for their cultural 

representation, awareness, community building and empowerment. The interviews 

highlighted that people of ethnic identity belong to a specific mechanism to function 

while living in a diverse society. People of a similar ethnicity feel a mutual connection 

and association with each other, and this association allows them to react upon issues 

together showing support towards the people of the same ethnicity. When it comes to 

the issue of discrimination and xenophobia people support each other and react in a 

similar manner when they hear something bad about them or their group on social 

media. However, people are also more susceptible towards discrimination and bullying 

as a media presence creates an environment where one can be singled out from the 

greater audience. It is undeniable, that social media has the power to change perceptions 

and thoughts. It can also motivate people to change their lifestyles and inspire others, 

especially with regards to their own identity and sense of belonging to a certain 

ethnicity. Social media is responsible for reinforcing power and social structures which 
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help people articulate an additional discourse in the society, through this process they 

create an understanding of who they are and whom they belong to.  
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4 Conclusion 

This study concludes that young students, living in a country other than their own 

country of origin, are aware of their ethnic identity and often face challenges navigating 

social landscapes with differing values and social norms, that are greatly amplified by 

social media. These challenges lead individuals to form or solidify their own opinions 

about themselves while living in Sweden. All participants went through a gradual 

process of realisation, challenging them in the early years of adolescence and prompting 

a later realization of their identity in life. However, once they managed to establish an 

ethnic identity for themselves, they appeared more confident and satisfied with it. 

Furthermore, the process of realization is influenced and amplified by abundant 

information on social media, subsequently affecting the established ethnic identity. As 

people continue to spend time on social media, this influence persists. Those who 

encounter negative opinions may devalue their ethnicity, while those who find positive 

opinions tend to feel inspired and appreciate their ethnicity. This implies that the more 

time someone spends on social media, the greater the effects can be felt. 

Living in Sweden, individuals have the right to practice their individuality as they 

please. The state's legislation supports the rights of all; however, social media might 

limit people from meeting the full standard of international human rights. This is 

evident in the influence on the perception of ethnic identity. Unfortunately, the findings 

show that people often feel potentially targeted for exploitation and discrimination, and 

our society tends to create unfair environments for individuals belonging to certain 

backgrounds. This effect in turn, is much more apparent due to the limitless information 

on social media. 

One of the key benefits of social media is the opportunity for individuals to share their 

stories and perspectives. By sharing their experiences, they gain a greater sense of 

belonging and educate others about their unique cultural heritage, that can be greatly 

important when living in a foreign society. This exchange of knowledge and 

understanding contributes to the creation of a remarkable society. It is worth 

mentioning that there was no noticeable difference in responses between genders, their 

feelings and experiences regarding ethnicity and the effect of social media were mutual. 

To the extent of this research every single participant expressed contentment and 

satisfaction within themselves and towards their identities. 
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This study has the potential to inspire future research in this field and serves as 

motivation for further investigation. Researchers may explore the impact of social 

media in various European regions. One approach could be to conduct ethnographic 

research focusing on a specific ethnic group and its experience with social media. This 

can allow for a deeper understanding of the influence of social media on their identities. 

Alternatively, a comparative study could be conducted to examine the effects of 

Swedish political policies on the social structure of various ethnicities, aiming to gain 

a greater understanding of the relationship between an individual’s exposure to social 

media and their subsequent relationship with a certain ethnicity. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Questions for the information collection  

1. What is your families’ ancestral background? 

2. What is the birthplace of your parents? 

3. What is your birthplace? 

4. Are you active on social media e.g., Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, 

YouTube etc…? If yes, how many hours a day do you spend on social media? 

5. Do you feel there is a difference between you and the society you live in? If so, 

would you please describe them? 

6. What would you say is your ethnicity? Do you think ethnicity matters more now 

that there is social media? 

7. In general, what do you think ethnic identity means? 

8. Is your ethnicity or your ethnic identity important for you? Do you think it is as 

important for others as well? 

9. Apart from family, what else do you think informs you about your ethnicity? 

10. Do you think social media has an impact on your perception? Do you look for 

media posts or news from your ancestral country? 

11. Are you happy with your identity? Have you ever felt like changing your identity? 

Has this thought changed over time? Do you think social media has any influence 

in this regard? 

12. Do you socialize with people from other ethnicities, or do you prefer your own? 

13. What are your reactions, when you see or read something on social media 

concerning your identity? 

14. Do you think social media can have an effect on peoples perceived ethnic identity? 

15. Do you think social media can make people unhappy or happier, about their ethnic 

identity? 
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Appendix B: Consent to participate in the study 

Samtycke till deltagande i studien  

Jag har fått muntlig och skriftlig information om studien och har haft möjlighet att 

ställa frågor. Jag får behålla den skriftliga informationen.  

Jag samtycker till att: 

- delta i studien: Social Media and Ethnic Identity of Young Foreigners in 

Sweden. 

- att uppgifter om mig behandlas på det sätt som beskrivs i informationsbrevet 

och endast i syfte av att skriva uppsatsen. 

- följande personuppgifter samlas in: svar på̊ intervjufrågor samt anteckningar, 

email, telefonnummer, namn. 

- personuppgifter kommer att användas till kontaktsyfte mellan deltagare och 

författare och till analys och sammanställning av intervjusvar. 

- de insamlade uppgifterna kommer att bevaras så som angivet i 

informationsbrevet tills dess att uppsatsen är examinerad och godkänd, dock 

högst tre år räknat från att datainsamlingen påbörjats. 

 

Plats och datum Underskrift 

  

 

 

 

Ansvarig för studien  

Ort och datum: ____________________________________________________  

Namnteckning: ____________________________________________________  

 

 

 

 


