Curated: The Illusion of Authenticity — How online profiles reconstruct rather than reflect the self.
By Caia Lam, Nora Liu and Yifei He
     Have you ever spent extra time editing an Instagram photo or deleting a post that felt too raw? Almost every social media user has done this. Every profile we build online acts as our public face: a filtered, handpicked version of ourselves shown to followers. While interviews with local students reveal how teenagers manage their digital identities, this toxic mode of thinking has seeped into every one of us. This is not just another out-of-reach story. This is about the profiles you and I create every single day.
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Student’s go‑to space for digital self‑expression
     Used by over two‑billion people globally, Instagram is students’ main platform for building digital identities. Its features — short bios, profile pictures, pinned posts and image feeds — encourage users to share polished pieces of daily life. For many students, it feels familiar, safe and controllable.
Among interviewed students, Instagram was seen as holding the most complete personal information. They value its global community, simple layout and flexible privacy settings including Close Friends. Years of use have built trust; students already have established online social circles.
     “Instagram is easy to use and has a large student community,” one student explained. “You can quickly connect with friends and discover new interests.”
Every post is a choice: what do we choose to show?
     Students mostly post basic personal facts, hobbies, travel photos and happy moments. “I only upload photos I feel comfortable sharing publicly,” one student said. Another noted, “I want people to see me as friendly and positive, so I avoid posting content with negative undertones.” Profiles become selective narratives, highlighting socially popular qualities while hiding socially risky parts of life.
     Students are aware that others judge them through profiles. They adjust captions and privacy settings to balance authenticity and personal boundaries. Even those moderately aware keep their pages “clean and respectful”.
The performance behind “authentic‑looking” content
     This awareness turns profiles into performance. Students create personas that fit social expectations: friendly, adventurous, sporty or artistic. One student described their profile as showing “a happy, composed version of myself, not my low points or genuine personal struggles”. Another added, “People will know I enjoy sports and food, but they will never see every side of who I am.”
     Trends like “photo dumps” and “candid moments” look spontaneous, yet they are often carefully staged. Users edit photos, pick angles and write thoughtful captions. Authenticity becomes a style trend, not raw truth.
      Widespread online trends dilute individuality. Many students copy popular poses, filters and aesthetics to fit in. This creates homogenised digital culture. Driven by belonging, they fall into capitalism’s trap of self‑branding, treating their “ideal self” like a sellable product.
Mental gap: ideal online self versus real‑life self
     Curated online identities create a psychological gap between the glorified digital self and imperfect real self. When users only share their best moments, they set hard‑to‑meet offline standards. The more polished a profile is, the more pressure people feel to maintain that ideal image.
     This gap may lead to anxiety, self‑doubt and dissatisfaction. Constant social comparison can harm mental health. Even so, students believe profiles can stand out when they feel genuine. Memorable profiles reflect a whole person rather than a commercial brand.
     Instagram gives tools for connection and creativity, yet it also encourages curation, comparison and self‑branding. Young people navigate a space where authenticity is desired but hard to achieve.
     Reading these accounts makes me reflect on my own social‑media behaviour. It is easy to think this curation only affects teenagers. In reality, every user builds a constructed public face online. Ask yourself: what parts of my real life do I hide online? Which version of me am I showing the world? These questions push us to rethink what authenticity really means.
     Online profiles promise connection but often deliver curated content. They sell the idea of authenticity, yet much posting is performance. As the gap between digital and real‑self grows, one question remains: are we expressing ourselves, or building versions of ourselves to win others’ approval?
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