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Introduction
In today’s media landscape, social media platforms such as TikTok and Instagram have become central spaces where people form impressions, evaluate credibility, and build relationships with public figures. Lifestyle influencers—individuals who share daily routines, fashion, beauty, mental health, wellness habits, and personal experiences online—play a major role in shaping how audiences understand authenticity and trust. Unlike traditional celebrities, influencers are perceived as “regular people” who offer access to their personal lives, stories, and emotions. This creates a unique communication environment in which trust is negotiated through everyday performances of identity rather than through polished advertising or corporate branding.
My Capstone Project investigates how lifestyle influencers perform authenticity and build trust through social media storytelling, focusing on the communicative choices they make to appear relatable, credible, and emotionally accessible. As someone interested in branding, social media communication, and identity construction, I wanted my Capstone to connect what I have learned throughout my major with a topic I plan to use in my career. Courses like COM 100 (Rhetoric & Society), COM 300 (Human Communication Research), COM 340 (Rhetoric & Popular Culture), COM 350 (Organizational Communication), and COM 465 (Intercultural Communication) introduced me to theories about identity performance, audience perception, rhetorical meaning-making, and how people construct relationships in mediated environments. These ideas directly connect to influencers, whose online personas depend on how audiences interpret, respond to, and participate in their “authentic selves” through everyday digital interactions. 
To explore this performance of authenticity, I analyzed the communication practices of five popular lifestyle influencers: Remi Bader, Morgan Riddle, Nabela Noor, Alix Earle, and Hannah Meloche. Each influencer represents a different form of identity performance—ranging from vulnerable authenticity to aspirational wellness—and each has built a dedicated audience through communicative strategies rather than through traditional celebrity pathways. I chose these influencers because they offer a diverse sample of communication styles while also being tied to well-known lifestyle brands such as Aerie, Lululemon, and Glossier.
This project uses a rhetorical and visual content analysis of fifty social media posts to examine how influencers construct authenticity in their posts, captions, tone, aesthetics, and interactions with audiences. It also applies communication theories—including Goffman’s self-presentation framework and Cooley’s looking-glass self—to explain how influencers strategically perform identity and how followers participate in shaping the influencer’s “self.” These theories help show that authenticity online is not simply about being real; it is about performing realness in a way that feels meaningful and trustworthy to an audience.
In this paper, I first discuss the communication theories and scholarly research that guide this project, then describe my method and data, present the main themes from my analysis, and finally discuss what these patterns reveal about authenticity, trust, and digital identity. I conclude by reflecting on how this project has shaped my understanding of communication and how I plan to use these insights in my future work.
Communication Theory and Literature Review
Goffman’s Self-Presentation Theory
Erving Goffman’s (1959) theory of self-presentation argues that all social interaction can be understood as performance. He famously compares everyday communication to a theatrical stage, where individuals present a “front” that reflects the identity they want others to see and reserve “backstage” areas where they can step out of character. In digital environments, influencers construct highly stylized “front stages” through curated photos, polished videos, and brand partnerships. They also strategically include “backstage cues,” such as messy rooms, bloopers, or emotional moments, to signal authenticity. As Bullingham and Vasconcelos (2013) explain, online performers blend identity with curated elements, creating a hybrid self that is neither fully natural nor fully staged.
In this project, Goffman’s theory highlights how influencers manage impressions by controlling their lighting, angles, vulnerability, camera placement, storytelling, and emotional disclosures. A “messy bedroom” or “crying moment,” for example, is not necessarily spontaneous—it may be a deliberate backstage performance meant to appear authentic. Influencers like Remi Bader and Alix Earle clearly combine polished content with intentional imperfection to create a sense of realism. This strategic blending supports Goffman’s argument that authenticity itself can be part of a front-stage performance.
Cooley’s Looking-Glass Self
Charles Horton Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self explains how people shape their identity based on how they believe others perceive them. We imagine how others see us, imagine their judgments of us, and then experience emotional reactions that inform how we behave. In digital contexts, influencers receive constant feedback—likes, comments, shares, DMs, stitches—which creates an intensified version of Cooley’s theory. Walton and Rice (2013) argue that online communication accelerates identity negotiation because individuals can see immediate responses from audiences and alter their behavior accordingly.
For influencers, the looking-glass self is a crucial part of identity construction. They regularly post content that responds directly to audience requests (“story time about my breakup,” “show your morning routine,” “explain your workout schedule”). Audience praise increases certain behaviors, and criticism discourages others. An influencer who receives strong positive reactions to emotional vulnerability, for example, may increasingly incorporate personal disclosures into their brand. This makes identity performance a co-created process between influencer and audience.
Parasocial Relationships and Mediated Intimacy
Parasocial relationships occur when audiences develop one-sided emotional bonds with media figures. Originally applied to television personalities, this concept is widely used today to analyze influencer–follower relationships. Audiences feel as if they “know” influencers personally because of routine-sharing, direct address, eye contact, and emotional openness. As Abidin (2015) notes, influencers build “communicative intimacies” that blur the line between public and private life.
This sense of closeness is central to trust. Influencers such as Alix Earle strengthen parasocial bonds through conversational tones, everyday storytelling, and “get ready with me” videos that replicate friend-like interactions. When audiences feel emotionally connected, they also perceive the influencer as more authentic.
Research on Influencer Authenticity
Research consistently supports the idea that authenticity is performed and co-constructed. Audrezet, de Kerviler, and Moulard (2020) identify two main types of authenticity in influencer communication: “authentic passion” (genuine enthusiasm) and “authentic moral responsibility” (ethics, transparency, values). Influencers who combine both forms tend to be perceived as more trustworthy.
Ki, Cuevas, Chong, and Lim (2020) find that authenticity predicts engagement levels, audience trust, and credibility more strongly than follower count or aesthetic quality. Jin and Ryu (2020) show that when influencer–brand partnerships align with influencer identity, the sponsored content is perceived as more authentic.
Overall, research reinforces the communication theories guiding this project: authenticity is not a raw emotional truth, it is a relational performance shaped by audience expectations and strategic identity choices.
Investigation: Method and Data
To investigate how influencers perform authenticity, I conducted a rhetorical and visual content analysis of fifty social media posts across Instagram and TikTok. I selected five lifestyle influencers—Remi Bader, Morgan Riddle, Nabela Noor, Alix Earle, and Hannah Meloche—because they represent different identity styles but share similar brand partnerships and audience demographics.
Sampling Procedure
For each influencer, I collected:
· 10 posts (5 Instagram posts and 5 TikTok posts available)
· sponsored and unsponsored content
· posts containing storytelling, routines, product discussion, beauty/wellness, or personal reflection
The sample reflects the influencers’ current communication styles and includes a mix of polished and candid content.
Coding Approach
I created a coding sheet with categories grounded in Goffman, Cooley, and parasocial interaction research:
· Tone: casual, vulnerable, inspirational, informational
· Self-disclosure: high, medium, low
· Front-stage cues: polished aesthetics, edited video, professional lighting
· Backstage cues: messy backgrounds, emotional openness, unedited clips
· Authenticity cues: transparency, imperfection, relatability, moral values
· Parasocial strategies: direct address, intimate camera angle, routine-sharing
· Audience interaction: comment response, referencing follower feedback
Analysis and Results
Five major themes emerged:
Theme 1: Vulnerability as a Tool for Authenticity
Remi Bader and Alix Earle showed the highest levels of self-disclosure, discussing insecurities, mental health struggles, and daily challenges. These posts had noticeably more comments and conversational replies from followers. Vulnerability functioned as a backstage performance that strengthened the impression of realness.
Theme 2: Aspirational Yet Relatable Wellness
Morgan Riddle and Hannah Meloche used aspirational aesthetics—smooth routines, wellness habits—but intentionally incorporated casual humor or imperfect moments. This blended front-stage curation with subtle backstage cues.
Theme 3: Identity-Based Storytelling
Nabela Noor used cultural identity, family life, and emotional storytelling to build deep parasocial connection. Her audience often validated her narratives, influencing future content direction.
Theme 4: Audience Feedback Shapes Identity
All influencers adapted their content to audience reactions. high-engagement posts often became series (“get ready with me” “day in my life,” “story time”), showing Cooley’s looking-glass self at work.
Theme 5: Mediated Intimacy Through Everyday Routines
Routine-sharing (“making my coffee,” “getting ready for class,” “night routine”) was a universal strategy that generated familiarity and closeness.
Discussion
The findings show that authenticity on social media is not an inherent personality trait but a communication performance shaped by audience expectations. Influencers blend front-stage and backstage cues to craft identities that feel simultaneously polished and real. This supports Goffman’s (1959) theory by showing that even “messy” or “raw” content can be part of deliberate impression management.
The findings also reinforce Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self. Influencers consistently adjusted their content in direct response to follower feedback. When audiences reward vulnerability, humor, or certain routines, influencers incorporate those elements more often. This demonstrates identity as a collaborative, relational process.
Additionally, the results align with contemporary research on influencer authenticity. Audrezet et al. (2020) and Ki et al. (2020) argue that authenticity depends on consistency and transparency—qualities that were clearly present in the influencers’ most successful posts. Parasocial intimacy emerged as a key mechanism for trust-building, supporting Abidin’s (2015) work on perceived interconnectedness.
Reflections, Recommendations, and Goals
Completing this project changed the way I understand social media communication. I used to view influencers mainly as entertainers, but analyzing their content through Goffman and Cooley helped me see the intentional communication work behind their personas. I now recognize how authenticity is strategically performed and how much influencers rely on audience cues when sharing routines, vulnerabilities, or personal stories.
From a practical standpoint, my research suggests that influencers who want to maintain trust should balance polished content with genuine backstage moments, remain consistent in tone and values, and respond meaningfully to audience feedback. Brands working with influencers should choose partners whose identity performances align with their own values to avoid seeming inauthentic.
As I move into future roles in digital communication and branding, I want to apply these insights to create messaging that respects audiences’ desire for transparency and emotional connection. This project strengthened my understanding of communication theory and showed me how academic concepts can be used to analyze real-world digital behavior.
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