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American Tween Girls Signing On

“Navigating the complexity of modern life as a girl is a 
full-time job.”

—Cassell and Cramer 2008:68

In April 2016, a Fox news story out of Tampa, Florida, warned parent view-
ers about the dangers of sexual predators using social media and other 
Internet sites to target children. Along with the anchor commentary, the 

news network showed a public service announcement (PSA) video produced 
as a collaboration between the U.S. Department of Justice and the National 
Center for Missing and Exploited Children. In the video, a young White1 girl 
(portrayed by an older female actor) sits in a pink-walled bedroom in front 
of her computer. She is characterized as being about thirteen or fourteen 
years old. Her curly blond hair is tied back with a headband, and her cheeks 
are flushed. She slowly removes her pink tank top—undressing for someone 
through the web camera who she thinks she knows but who is, in actuality, 
a stranger.

The two-minute video then shows an older White male on his computer 
watching the girl undress on the screen. Falsely posing as a younger male peer, 
the man solicits the girl for further explicit content. When the girl refuses, 
the man, continuing to pose as a known peer, threatens to circulate the video 
of her undressing to all her friends. As the video ends, a text card flashes on 
the screen, reading, “Anything private you share online could be used against 
you. If someone demands sexual images from you, stop immediately and re-
port it.” The Fox news story positioned the PSA video as something “parents 
need to see,” a reminder that “the web can be a dangerous place, and that teens 
are easy targets, preyed upon time after time” (Tampa Fox 13 2016). This news 
story is far from the only example showcasing the potential threat of sexual 
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predators online; what seems to occur time after time is the framing of young 
girls as primary targets for male sexual predators online. By the time they 
enter adolescence, girls have been warned repeatedly about the dangers of 
sharing images and videos in public digital spaces, and especially sharing 
content that shows their bodies.

There is a societal fear for girls in public spaces and for what may happen 
to girls in public spaces. But there is also a fear of girls (Doyle 2019). This old 
story is packaged in a new way for the digital age. Moral panics about youth 
(Banet-Weiser 2014; Cohen 1972; Driscoll and Gregg 2008; McRobbie and 
Thornton 1995; Thiel-Stern 2014) driven by adult fears of young people having 
sex, girls being targeted by men and boys for sex, girls being seen as objects 
for sex, girls desiring sex, girls engaging in risky (i.e., sexual) behavior, and 
girls damaging their reputations based on any of these behaviors are not new. 
But because the Internet has grown well beyond a mere cultural touchstone 
in the last two decades, and we are now seeing near ubiquitous use of social 
media platforms among American youth (Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Pear-
son 2023; Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, and Massarat 2022), moral panic surround-
ing girls’ bodies and sexualities has seen a marked revival in the contempo-
rary digital age.

Media plays a particularly powerful role in constructing moral panic 
around American girls and their bodies (Driscoll and Gregg 2008; McRob-
bie and Thornton 1995; Thiel-Stern 2014). As demonstrated by the story at 
the start of this chapter, narrative emphasis from news media in recent years 
has often been placed on the dangers wrought by the Internet: cyberbullying, 
mental health crises, sexualization, low self-esteem, negative body image, and 
online predators. As the old story goes, much of what defines contemporary 
moral panics is a nostalgic sensation and longing for some distant golden age 
marked by social stability and strong moral discipline (Cohen 1972; McRob-
bie and Thornton 1995). The alarmist, adult-centered response to girls being 
online—and more specifically, girls making their bodies visible and avail-
able online—would seem to suggest that social media is lacking stability and 
discipline. As McRobbie and Thornton (1995) explore in their revamped con-
ceptualizations of Cohen’s (1972) theory of moral panics, concern for and 
about youth manifests via the perceived threat of young people having too 
much free time and the question of “Where are their parents?” This concern 
not only incites broad social anxieties but also discerns a culturally manu-
factured need for heightened surveillance of young people. Driscoll and Gregg 
examine this reaction in their work on moral panics, youth, and YouTube 
when they write,

Part of what we want to unravel here is the simultaneous obsession 
with and presumption of youth perpetuated by public and popular 
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representations of “global” online participation. These characteriza-
tions imply that online behavior takes place in an “Other” (unknown) 
space, dangerously adrift from established forms of social interaction 
(and hence surveillance, regulation, and discipline) and that “Youth” 
is their most reliable and helpful label. At the time of writing, You-
Tube acts as the archetype of this phenomenon. Its status as a point 
of origin for a “moral panic” is evident in the sheer number of fronts 
for anxiety it harbors (2008:73).

My work, in part, considers YouTube as a site of production for contempo-
rary tween girl digital cultures specifically through analysis of a tween girl−
driven YouTube trend called “Am I Pretty or Ugly?” As demonstrated in more 
depth in the coming pages, the news media, mass media, and adult-centered 
response to the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend exposed anxieties that have 
come to the fore once again regarding girls’ bodies, made plain through alarm 
over girls’ social media participation. Shayla Thiel-Stern writes in her work 
on moral panics and girls in public space:

Gendered moral panics are recycled, redistributed, and reconstituted 
in a nearly constant historical cycle. Moreover, panics related to teen 
girls might be seen as so insignificant as to hardly count as arousing 
social anxiety. Nonetheless, the same concerns about the appropriate 
performance of femininity and girlhood and the same cultural wor-
ries about teen girls’ behaviors (and the potential consequences of those 
behaviors) continue to be the same, even over more than a century 
(2014:16).

The most recent cultural shift resulting in a notable uptick of protection-
ist discourses around girls is the irrefutable popularity and significant use 
of social media among American tween girls today. This moral panic about 
girls online is hypergendered and informed by entrenched, overarching nar-
ratives of girlhood in the United States that tend to paint girls (especially tween 
and teen girls) in simplistic ways: as salacious, sexual provocateurs who are 
distractions or temptations for boys and men; as badly behaved, aggressive, 
or even criminal; or as innocent, passive victims preyed on by boys and men. 
These narratives are jejune, well-trodden as the Madonna-Whore myth, and 
exacerbated by social and cultural shifts in phenomena such as popular cul-
ture, technology, fashion, and mass media (Banet-Weiser 2014; Best and Bogle 
2014; Thiel-Stern 2014). American tween girls know they are being represent-
ed in popular and public media in ways that reproduce stereotypes, reify harm-
ful tropes, and do not represent the authentic, dynamic mosaics of their lived 
experiences (Bulger et al. 2021). As Cassell and Cramer (2008) suggest in the 
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epigraph, girls must traverse shifty terrain, managing the bristling expecta-
tions and fraught assumptions that imbue girlhood with social, cultural, and 
political meaning. 

I did not grow up with social media in the same way as the current gen-
eration.2 I dabbled on Myspace (released in 2003) during my senior year of 
high school, selecting my “Top 8” friends and curating my layout. I chatted 
and gossiped on AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) with peers, carefully craft-
ing my “away” message if another family member needed the computer or, 
in the days of dial up, the landline phone. Thinking of it in these nostalgic 
terms only affirms my feeling of incredulity in seeing what social media has 
become over the last two decades (Anderson et al. 2022; Bennett 2023). I was 
just entering college as an undergraduate student when Facebook took off, 
and at that point, it was only accessible to college students, not the social net-
working behemoth we know today. Notably, however, Facebook use by young 
people has dropped off massively in the last handful of years, with TikTok, 
Instagram, and Snapchat now among the most favored platforms—though 
still not as popular as YouTube, which has a 95 percent user rate among thir-
teen- to seventeen-year-olds.3 

I did not spend my tween years posting selfies and sharing “stories.” I spent 
those years building worlds for my Barbie dolls, playing board games and 
soccer, going to parties in friends’ basements, and tying up the landline phone 
for hours (much to my parents’ chagrin). Tween girls today are much the same. 
They are still playing with Barbie and going to see the much talked about 2023 
movie by the same name. They are still playing board games and soccer. They 
are still goofing off outside, having parties, and sharing secrets. But there is 
one blatant difference between how tween girls are developing today versus 
in my own millennial generation: their social worlds are unequivocally marked 
by an increasingly blurry line between physical and digital worlds (Bucking-
ham 2013a; boyd 2014; Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Palfrey and Gasser 2016). 
Tween girls in America today are growing up on social media.

Key Terms
To clarify some terms, who or what is a girl? Using Jessalynn Keller’s fram-
ing, I situate girlhood subjectivities as “discursively produced through his-
torical, cultural, and social contexts, rather than a static and biological or age-
based category that is universally valid” (2016:3). Theorist Catherine Driscoll 
similarly defines girl as “an assemblage of social and cultural issues and ques-
tions rather than a field of physical facts” (2002:14). A girl is not necessarily 
defined by a certain age, race, or even sex category assigned at birth. Popu-
lar media dubbed 2023 “The Year of the Girl” (Dazed, The Cut, Elle, NPR), 
with intense social and political interest around girl culture, most notably 
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how adult women have been reclaiming and celebrating elements of girlhood 
and femininity, especially those aesthetically in line with popular films like 
Barbie, the cultural phenomenon of Taylor Swift’s The Eras Tour, and social 
media trends such as “Girl Dinner.” In this way, girl can be understood as a 
sensibility: a set of ideas, concerns, desires, and affects relative to a particu-
lar time, place, and social, cultural, and political context. 

In this research, I understand American girlhood as defined by and made 
legible to the broader American public via cultural anxieties and related ex-
pectations and stereotypes surrounding female children’s and adolescent’s 
bodies and sexualities. These definitions are necessarily raced, classed, abled, 
and gendered. Girlhoods are broadly understood in the United States in rela-
tion to a restrictive, culturally inscribed gender binary that codes certain be-
haviors, activities, language, and expressions as belonging to girls (feminine) 
and others as belonging to boys (masculine). I frame girlhoods as associated 
with gendered behaviors of how girls may yield to and accommodate social 
and cultural expectations about their bodies and sexualities, resist and sub-
vert those expectations, or do both at the same time (Butler 1990; Schilt and 
Westbrook 2009; West and Zimmerman 1987). 

Girlhoods are ever shifting, transforming, and being altered according 
to specific times, places, and circumstances. When one takes an intersection-
al approach (Crenshaw 1989; Smith, Frazier, and Smith 1977), exploring a 
prism of girlhoods mediated by nationality, race, ethnicity, age, ability, size, 
region, sexuality, and beyond, it becomes clear how stereotypes about girls—
as well as biases—converge to create our relationships with girls themselves 
at individual, interpersonal, and institutional levels. Tween girls’ identities 
as girls do not exist in a vacuum or as individuals. We must think about their 
identities in relation to the historical moment, the institutions of which they 
are part, the communities they touch, and the communities they build. Only 
by seeing all these elements operating together as a whole, as an interlocking 
system that shapes the social and political conditions of their lives, does it 
become possible to consider solutions that actually grant girls the power to 
be and do anything—a power that has thus far been experienced mainly in 
theory.

Consideration of the politics of place are essential for imagining and con-
textualizing processes of girlhoods. Rentschler and Mitchell (2016) argue that 
focus on place renders meanings of girlhoods via their interaction with so-
ciopolitical, historical, and media discourses. Vanner (2019) assures us that 
focus on location “enables a political analysis of the ways in which girlhood 
is uniquely gendered, sexed, raced, and classed in different spaces” (120). In 
this work, I think about girlhoods within the context of the digital age in 
contemporary America. The labels America and American are not necessar-
ily suggestive of research subjects’ only or primary national identity or sense 
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of belonging in any straightforward way. Rather, I use America(n) in this con-
text in recognition of how girlhood cultural scripts are produced and dis-
seminated across media landscapes within a specific geographic, spatial, and 
national cultural context. The production of digital girlhoods by tween girls 
themselves troubles limiting and oppressive representations, cultivating new 
imaginings and nuanced possibilities of girlhood embodiments across and 
within various subjectivities and identities.

Girlhood is often framed as a monolithic, idealized category in which the 
diverse experiences of girls are flattened to fit a societal norm. Who is the 
ideal girl in the American imagination? Who is the innocent girl in need of 
protection? She tends to be White, of middle- to upper-class circumstance, 
visibly able-bodied, educated, heterosexual, born in the United States, and 
growing up in the mythic nuclear family model (Coontz 1993). This is the 
American girl the media tells tween girls they should aspire to embody, the 
girl the media presents as the most vulnerable target for sexual predators. My 
research recognizes the reality of many and varied girlhoods and the nuances 
therein, subject to shift and change depending on how dimensions of differ-
ence intersect. In relation to how girl is categorized on social media, “nowa-
days, the category of girl in the contemporary mediascape extends to include 
the tween-age girl who is between 9 and 14 as well as older women in their 
30s and 40s who are often referred to as girls” (Hill 2017:121). This expansion 
is reified by the recent, remarkable surge of intrigue around all things girl, 
from teenage girls’ mental health and well-being (CDC 2023) to girls’ place 
in popular culture, to ubiquitous pink, hyperfeminine fashion trends and “hot 
girl walks” (Miller 2023). 

This research also considers the province of youth, particularly in digital 
space. Driscoll and Gregg’s definition of youth culture aligns well with my 
purview of tween girlhoods online:

Across the rhetorical tropes that dominate Western media—youth-
as-trouble, youth-as-fun, youth-as-future and youth-as-confusing 
tribe—youth emerges as a liminal troubling category perfect for en-
gagement with the uncertainties of the future, and youth culture as 
a category that slips between what look, by opposition, like more stable 
and coherent categories (see Valentine, Skelton and Chambers 1998; 
Driscoll 2002). Youth culture is most usefully defined as a field of ar-
tifacts, identities, and practices which are circulated by youth as about 
and for youth (2008:78).

American youth are now living fluidly between offline and online spaces and 
engaging in self- and social development in ways specific to their generation 
(boyd 2014; Buckingham, Bragg, and Kehily 2014; Farman 2012; Palfrey and 
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Gasser 2016). The transition from adolescence to adulthood is facilitated by 
online participation, and specifically social media participation. Prior to the 
rise of the Internet and the near ubiquitous use of social media platforms as 
part of daily life, youth employed immediate peer groups, interactions in so-
cial spaces, relationships with friends and family, and media such as television 
and film to gauge where they fell in the scheme of what is “normal” in terms 
of body and behavior and build identities based on what is reflected back at 
them by these various agents.

While this process is still occurring, the Internet has also become a cru-
cial agent of identity development (Farrell 2022; Kennedy 2020; Malvini Red-
den and Way 2017; Yau and Reich 2019). The social conditions of young peo-
ple’s lives are reflected through social media participation and creation, and 
social interactions, relationships, and self-expression occur online with as 
much regularity and normalcy (if not more) as in any offline space. This has 
especially become the case for young people who came into tween- and teen-
hood during the COVID-19 pandemic, when virtually all peer interaction 
moved into the digital realm (Bulger et al. 2021), revealing important new 
information about how American youth navigate self- and social develop-
ment through social media participation. We have yet to fully understand 
the impacts of the pandemic on young people in this context. 

Along with girls, girlhoods, and youth, I situate tween in certain terms 
in this work. Tween as an idea and classification emerges with and through 
the production of popular media. In addition to its characterization as a con-
sumer demographic and highly gendered, markedly feminine preadolescent-
to-adolescent life stage, tween is also a discursive, constructed category that is 
not static, sometimes contradictory, and often filled with cultural anxieties 
and tensions (García-Gómez 2018; Kennedy 2018). Tween girls are construct-
ed as “fun” (Coulter 2021) and packaged and sold as such. In the landscape 
of marketing and consumerism, tween girls are represented as carefree, em-
powered, confident—and notably hyperfeminine. They are still children but 
burgeoning, on the cusp of becoming women. As author Jessica Bennett notes 
from a parent interview in her piece “Being 13” (2023), tweens can be un-
derstood as “half adult, half child . . . [eating] a Lunchable while at a fancy 
hair appointment.” 

Tween girls are hearts, stars, rainbows, flowers, and bubble gum. They are 
princess crowns, disco balls, lip gloss, glitter, peace signs, and smiley faces. 
They are pop culture, postfeminist girl power, and “riot grrrl” punk sensibil-
ity rolled into one, made palatable through neoliberal, capitalist co-optation. 
Mattie Kahn, author of Young and Restless: The Girls Who Sparked America’s 
Revolutions (2023a), writes in an op-ed piece for InStyle that “girls as spend-
ers are cheered; girls as citizens are sidelined” (2023b). Tween girls are con-
structed as powerful individuals in processes of consumption but bereft of 
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recognizable collective social power, except in the purview of popular cul-
ture (e.g., celebrities and tween icons such as Taylor Swift can have major influ-
ence over tweens within shared fandom, but this influence rarely translates 
to how tweens might wield tangible social or political power to affect policy 
or material conditions). Tween is a category that precedes adolescence but is 
entirely bound up with it. Melanie Kennedy’s 2018 monograph Tweenhood: 
Femininity and Celebrity in Tween Popular Culture considers how tween girl-
hoods are produced and constitutively expressed through both capitalism and 
feminism as a “transitional stage” in which tween girls work on and develop 
the self through consumption of celebrity. Kennedy frames tweenhood as “a 
construct of the postfeminist cultural context” (2018:3); a tween girl is sold 
empowerment in a system that keeps her disempowered.

Tween girls exist in a liminal space between childhood and adulthood, 
which influences their consumptive patterns and behaviors. Tween girls play 
around with makeup. They follow beauty tutorials. They are interested in 
knowing, following, and, in some cases, setting trends. They are fascinated 
by—at times, obsessed with—celebrities. Investment in popular culture, beau-
ty and body work, and fashion drive tween girl consumer behavior. Tween 
girls are consistently engaging with media “beyond their years,” which in-
forms their existence in a liminal space (García-Gómez 2018; Renold and 
Ringrose 2011). They are girls who are not yet grown up but exhibit markers 
of adulthood via interest in certain kinds of content, types of dress, patterns 
of language, and modes of behavior. They are in the process of becoming. 
They are also heavily laden with culturally constructed and projected condi-
tions of female adolescence, including low self-esteem, negative body image, 
sexual uncertainty, fraught homosocial relationships, and a rejection of pa-
rental guidance in favor of peer approval (Crann 2017).

The Matter of Tween Girls Online
I chose to examine the tween girl category in this research because it is the 
demographic whose members are creating and posting “Am I Pretty or Ugly?” 
YouTube videos; they are also making their foray into the world of social 
media and “digitally networked publics” (boyd 2010; De Leyn et al. 2021). 
Because federal law dictates that a person must be thirteen years old to have 
a social media profile across various platforms (Children’s Online Privacy 
Protection Rule, or COPPA), girls younger than thirteen become an all at 
once hypervisible and invisible demographic in digital space. I am inter-
ested in the dynamic exchange and dissonance of how tween girls are rep-
resented in public and popular media and culture, how they are targeted in 
the consumer marketplace (especially in relation to being in crisis and sold 
empowerment and self-esteem in contemporary confidence culture) (Orgad 
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and Gill 2022), and how they are representing themselves on social media and 
demonstrating a much more complex landscape of American girlhoods to-
day. Tween girl selves are constituted and can be understood in a context of 
social media participation, digital space use, and content creation. When a 
tween girl posts a video on YouTube asking the world, “Am I pretty or ugly?” 
she is also asking, “Who am I?”

Over the last decade in the United States, social media participation has 
become the new normal for American youth. In her work on digitally net-
worked publics and teenagers, danah boyd addresses how adults tend to view 
youth participation on social media in stark terms, as utopian or dystopian. 
But, as boyd suggests, what teenagers are doing on social media is more com-
plicated; it “mirrors, magnifies, and makes more visible the good, bad, and 
ugly of everyday life” (2014:24). Though there has been a significant increase 
in academic inquiry on the matter of social media impacts on young people 
across a considerable variety of geopolitical and cultural contexts, we remain 
overall uncertain of the potential impacts and mediations that social media 
participation has on tween girls’ lives, for better or worse (Anderson et al. 
2022; Valkenburg, Meier, and Beyens 2022; Valkenburg et al. 2022). 

Public opinion and academic scholarship are frequently divided on the 
matter. Some suggest that social media, and the Internet more broadly, is a 
safe and useful space for girls to express themselves in myriad ways and en-
gage in topics that matter to their gendered selves, such as body image, sexu-
ality, menstruation, friendship, intimate relationships, and social justice and 
activism (Anderson et al. 2022; Bulger et al. 2021; Burnette, Kwitowski, and 
Mazzeo 2017; Davis 2010; De Leyn et al. 2021; Ging and O’Higgins Norman 
2016; Hammond, Cooper, and Jordan 2018; Kanai 2019b; Kearney 2011; 
Mendes, Ringrose, and Keller 2019; Kennedy 2020; Markey and Daniels 2022; 
Mazzarella 2010; Shields Dobson 2011; Stern 1999; Takayoshi 1999; Wade 
2024). Others contend that the content girls are creating and posting on so-
cial media (e.g., selfies, TikToks, snaps, and stories) is indicative of an ongo-
ing “crisis of girlhood” (Choukas-Bradley et al. 2022; Cohen, Newton-John, 
and Slater 2018; Nurka 2014; Sales 2016; Chen, Luo, and Chen 2020) char-
acterized by phenomena such as sexual objectification, sexism, body dissat-
isfaction, and other gendered social ills. People in the latter camp argue that 
social media is a vehicle that furthers gendered oppression, increases sexu-
alization and objectification of girls, fosters patterns of unhealthy compari-
son, and promotes low self-esteem.

It would be quite easy to fall into one of these camps. I argue instead that 
the realities of how social media impacts American tween girls—and, more 
importantly, the realities of their relationships with social media—are more 
nuanced and multivalent. Tween girls’ social media use encompasses all the 
above: good and bad, risk and reward, pitfalls and potentials. And tween girls’ 
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other identities, including race, sexuality, queerness, size, and ability, to name 
a few, certainly hold weight in how tween girls relate to and participate on 
social media and how adults and institutions respond to that participation. 
As girlhood studies scholar Marnina Gonick suggests, social and cultural 
anxieties about girlhood “[do] not . . . get conferred equally or in the same 
way on all girls” (2003:4, see also Rentschler and Mitchell 2014).

While in some ways social media can and does reproduce, reify, or even 
magnify problematic social ills, such as the ongoing objectification and sex-
ualization of girls, these ills do not find their origin in social media. Objec-
tification and sexualization have long been recognizable in narratives of Amer-
ican girlhoods (Egan 2013; Thiel-Stern 2014). We certainly should not be 
dismissive of potential harms of social media, but to consider them as existing 
in a vacuum or as the only side to the story obfuscates another truth: that 
social media is also a place where tween girls can make themselves central 
to conversations happening about their lives and create content that speaks 
to who they are. Much of the moral panic surrounding tween girls today is not 
about social media in and of itself, but more so, as the story goes, about the 
novelty of social media, the “new-ness” of the technology and what we are 
learning about it, and the sense on the part of many tween girl caretakers 
that social media feels unfamiliar, unregulated, and, therefore, unsafe. The 
moral panic manifests as a fear of the unknown, which unsurprisingly trans-
lates to increased anxiety about tween girls’ visibility online and participa-
tion in public digital spaces—and, more specifically, about what it means to 
make their bodies visible in those spaces. Kennedy and Coulter reflect on this 
question in the introduction to a special issue of the Girlhood Studies journal 
titled “Locating Tween Girls.”

The cultural visibility of tweenhood, and the subject of the tween—
one bound up with deep-rooted assumptions about race, beauty, and 
consumer culture—is a site onto and through which contemporary 
social anxieties and debates about vulnerable group members’ uses 
and navigations of new media (newer at least than the platforms and 
technologies girls’ studies scholars such as Harris were writing about 
over a decade ago) get projected (2018:2).

Tween girl participation on social media is complicated and worth our col-
lective attention. Rather than immediately resorting to alarmism and a de-
spair mindset that casts tween girls as either in trouble or causing trouble 
(Harris 2004a), I suggest that tween girls’ content creation and social media 
participation are consequential invitations to listen, ask questions, and ul-
timately understand more about what matters to them today across and with-
in their identities and interests. Tween girls are more media literate than in 
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the past because social media is intrinsically bound up with their develop-
ment and the sensibilities of their cultural conditions. Even if a tween girl is 
not actively participating on social media platforms, this fact can tell us much 
about how she is experiencing her social world (Bennett 2023). What do tween 
girlhoods look like and feel like in America today? And why and how does 
social media matter to tween girls?

While I offer a critique of the current heightened desire to control and 
restrict girls online, I do not want to be glib and suggest that tween girls’ social 
media use is somehow simple, straightforward, and devoid of risk. Social me-
dia platforms are owned by private corporations. Participation is mediated, 
and content creation is subject to scrutiny and surveillance (Farrell 2022; 
Wade 2019a). Algorithms suggest and promote specific content that drives 
consumer behaviors. Girls’ social media practices are not immune to existing 
structural inequities and power dynamics, and there is risk involved in par-
ticipation. But tween girls know this. Their social media participation and 
engagement is a direct reflection of their social lives as a whole: nuanced and 
complicated, sometimes overwrought or overwhelming, sometimes practi-
cal, often playful, and at times plainly beneficial to tween girls themselves. 
What I hope to emphasize is that the impulse to protect girls by pulling them 
off social media, keeping them away from platforms, and policing and re-
stricting their bodies and sexualities in these digital spaces substantiates 
damaging and persisting dominant narratives of girlhood and hegemonic 
gender norms that continually devalue girls, dismiss them, and tell them that 
they do not belong, that their value is wrapped up in aesthetic capital (An-
derson et al. 2010), and that their worth (and liability) is situated squarely in 
the framing of their bodies as culturally fraught spaces, the sites of so many 
enduring social anxieties.

Tween girls have been taking up digital space and forging their own paths 
in the digital arena since the dawn of public Internet use and the rise of con-
tent creation (Kearney 2006; Kearney 2011; Keller 2019; Keller and Ryan 2018; 
Takayoshi 1999). They are the vanguards of the personal profile, cultivating 
networked publics (boyd 2010) and communities and creating content that 
speaks directly to their positionalities as tween girls in America (Keller 2019; 
Kennedy 2020; Shields Dobson 2015; Thiel-Stern 2014). Rather than use the 
term user-generated content, defined as online users generating content to 
disseminate information about products and brands, I use the broader term 
content creation, which includes contribution of content/information by dig-
ital media users for an audience. Pew Research defines content creation as 
“the creation of the material people contribute to the online world” (Len-
hart, Fallows, and Horrigan 2004). I do not include sexting or texting in this 
definition because these kinds of digital communication may not take place 
on social media applications and are most often shared specifically and inter-
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personally between individual cellular phone numbers (Barrense-Dias et al. 
2017; García-Gómez 2018; Gordon-Messer et al. 2013; Hasinoff 2015; Klettke, 
Hallford, and Mellor 2014). That said, if an image is shared via Snapchat or 
other social media application, it falls under the category of content creation. 
I consider any digital content created for an audience on a social media plat-
form (whether for a group of friends on Snapchat or as a publicly available 
video on YouTube) as content creation.

The content tween girls create online is an assemblage of cultural arti-
facts I refer to as digital girlhoods. Digital girlhoods are all at once the tan-
gible cultural material that tween girls create and produce on and across 
social media platforms (selfies, images, reels, stories, videos, vlogs, etc.) and 
the processes of becoming and enacting tweenhood and girlhood online that 
constitute and illuminate the liminal space between childhood wonder and 
adult interests in explicitly gendered ways. Digital girlhoods are both the 
creation by tween girls of sites of inquiry to understand more about contem-
porary tween girl digital cultures and the phenomenon of how tween girl-
hoods as a category of being and embodiment are constituted and made leg-
ible via social media participation today. American tween girls give meaning 
to contemporary American tween girlhoods as they create within and nav-
igate digital space through the ongoing cultural and social production of dig-
ital girlhoods.

Digital girlhoods give us tremendous insight into how tween girls in the 
United States navigate, embody, and resist contemporary paradigms of “do-
ing girlhood” (Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2009) and the stringent expec-
tations associated with ideal girlhood, which continue to privilege Whiteness, 
thinness, cis-hetness, and able-bodiedness. But beyond rendering a deeper, 
richer understanding of persistent and dominant cultural models of American 
girlhoods, digital girlhoods keenly demonstrate how tween girls use social 
media as a tool for visibility, self-representation, image control, social capital, 
community building, and connection. Tween girls’ participation on social 
media has the potential to foster meaningful change for girls as members of 
an oppressed demographic, create counternarratives, and contribute to so-
cial, cultural, economic, and political strides toward gender equity (Mendes, 
Ringrose, and Keller 2019; Preston-Sidler 2015; Wade 2019a).

There is tremendous potential in situating social media as a tool tween 
girls are leveraging for visibility and political participation in social and cul-
tural discourses about their own lives. But social media is still messy. The often 
contradictory narratives that tween girls present on these platforms (when 
it comes to gender and sexuality in particular) shed light on the completely 
contradictory and conflicting social conditions that currently structure tween 
girls’ lives (Attwood, Hakim, and Winch 2017; García-Gómez 2018; Vares, 
Jackson, and Gill 2011; Renold and Ringrose 2011). Social conditions are fur-
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ther complicated depending on the identities of the tween girl in question. 
Popular culture and mass media tell girls to be confident, but not too con-
fident. Be vulnerable, but do not show too much of yourself online. Be au-
thentic, but only in appropriately self-effacing ways. Be pretty, but not vain. 
Be thin, but not too thin, but certainly not fat. Be smart, but not too smart. 
Be active, but do not bypass the boys. Be a leader, but in a suitably feminine 
way. Be sexy, but not slutty.

This endless list of paradoxes, set against a backdrop of constructed ideal 
femininity (White, thin, pretty, able-bodied, educated, middle to upper class, 
etc.), is reinforced and policed by institutions, adults, and girls themselves, 
both individually and interpersonally. Contrasting expectations are bound 
up with decades-old notions of postfeminism and newer, shinier, polished 
iterations of feminist ideology that are notably neoliberal, individualistic, 
and built on the premise of constant consumption to achieve empowerment 
(Banet-Weiser 2018; Orgad and Gill 2022; Zeisler 2016). Tween girls are, after 
all, a market demographic (Banet-Weiser 2014; Kennedy and Coulter 2018; 
Kennedy 2018). Within contemporary confidence culture, American girls are 
supposed to be sure of themselves, but with all these competing, contradic-
tory expectations, they are surely confused. What is a girl to do?

Tween girls embody and negotiate these many contradictions via social 
media participation because it is their modus operandi of communication 
today. If we want to understand more about girlhoods in contemporary Amer-
ica, we need look no further than TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, or YouTube. 
How are tween girls living and experiencing girlhood in the digital age? I 
ask this question not only because of the lightning speed at which things seem 
to move and change these days (especially when it comes to which social me-
dia platforms are most popular and what starts trending or goes viral) but 
also because in the midst of all this change, some things remain notably un-
wavering—or at least, resurface again and again. These things include the ever-
familiar, adult-driven moral panic, fear, and anxiety that define and shape 
dominant, restrictive ideas about what it means to be a successful tween girl 
in the United States. I deem these attitudes responsible, in no small part, for 
the ongoing oppression, suppression, and restriction of girls across identities 
and circumstances from full opportunity in social, cultural, and political life.

I argue that TikTok as a specific platform, for example, is not the thing 
that matters. Indeed, the TikTok platform is quite like other social media ap-
plications that have come before and will come after (e.g., Vine, Musical.ly). 
We cannot reasonably separate the astronomic rise of TikTok’s popularity 
from the context of the global COVID-19 pandemic and the collective shift 
into lockdown (De Leyn et al. 2021; Kennedy 2020)—the reality that so many 
American youth were at home, with cell phones and laptops as the primary 
conduits for connection to peers, social groups, popular culture, and political 
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events (Bennett 2023; Bulger et al. 2021). What matters is TikTok as the un-
mistakable realm of youth culture and production (Jennings 2019). Part of 
what makes TikTok what it is in the current moment is the sheer volume of 
content being created and shared, and tween girls are highly visible and pro-
lific content creators on the app.

The essence and ethos of TikTok is what resonates, and that essence and 
ethos will proliferate onto the next social media platform that gains traction. 
The social media app BeReal was, for a moment, a GenZ obsession, and it has 
now declined in popularity. Though it launched in 2020, the app did not see 
significant usership until 2022, further reifying the mysterious ways in which 
platforms start to trend among users and lose their shine seemingly over-
night. BeReal asks users to “be real” and “show your friends who you really 
are, for once” (Rush 2022), removing the opportunity to add filters, edit pho-
tos, and meticulously curate content and putting a fresh spin on authentic-
ity and vulnerability (something I speak to in more depth in later chapters). 
The tween girls I interviewed for this research articulated various reasons for 
using different social media applications (e.g., Snapchat for communicating 
with small groups of friends vs. Instagram and TikTok for scrolling through 
content vs. YouTube for posting public videos), but they made a larger point 
that it is not the app that matters, but rather what social media can be used 
for more generally in self and social development and what it means to them. 
They brought up themes of visibility, self-esteem, desirability, relationships, 
celebrity, popularity, privacy, and safety.

Taking a step back and considering how social media has evolved as a 
whole, from Myspace to YouTube to Tumblr to Facebook to Instagram to Tik-
Tok, we see that these platforms are spaces where content is created and shared, 
and that content reflects what tween girls care about and what they may be 
going through. Many interests and issues relevant to tween girls remain the 
same as in decades past. Certainly, social ills such as body dissatisfaction 
among young girls and the desire to fit in are not new (Brown and Gilligan 
1992; Brumberg 1997; Orenstein 1994). But being able to share the minutiae 
of a day, giving the world a glimpse into your bedroom, your intimate spac-
es, your private life, speaking publicly to issues that impact you, and making 
your body visible on a public forum is new. Though we are only just begin-
ning to grasp the impacts of social media participation on young people and 
tween and teenage girls in particular (De Leyn et al. 2021; Jarman et al. 2021; 
Nesi 2020; Maes and Vandenbosch 2022; Markey and Daniels 2022; Steins-
bekk et al. 2021), research and resulting scholarship is finding that the gen-
dered impacts of social media use are not clean, easy to categorize, or ren-
dered essential across girlhood identities. When we put tween girl voices front 
and center, we learn that social media is both positive and negative (maybe 
even neutral), rewarding and frustrating, good and bad. There exists an excit-
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ing opportunity to continue to learn more about what these platforms mean 
to some of their most prolific users, so long as we are willing to ask questions 
and let tween girls speak for themselves.

Am I Pretty or Ugly?
How does social media, now a primary mode of social development, com-
munication, and expression for tween girls, interact with historical and con-
temporary expectations of what tween girls are, how they are supposed to 
look and behave? How are the answers to these questions complicated by race, 
ethnicity, social class, gender identity, sexuality, and ability? I sought to un-
derstand more by talking with tween girls themselves, as well as investigat-
ing a tween girl−driven YouTube trend as a primary example of contempo-
rary digital girlhoods.

Between October 2016 and March 2017, I interviewed twenty-six tween 
girls from a variety of racial and socioeconomic backgrounds. All were be-
tween the ages of ten and thirteen and living in Wisconsin. I asked them about 
their experiences on social media, how they use it in their daily lives, and 
what it means to them. Through these interviews, I learned that social media 
is not just important to them; it is a tool and vehicle they use to gain some 
semblance of control over how others see them and how they see themselves. 
It is a meaningful avenue for garnering visibility, social capital, and self-es-
teem. Though not without drawbacks, including its “drama-filled” moments 
(to use their terminology) and the reasons they are told to be wary, especially 
regarding public versus private content, social media is held up as a crucial 
mechanism for community building, maintaining connections with friends 
and peers, and developing and engaging interests. Much has changed in the last 
handful of years surrounding social media in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, but recent scholarship reifies and affirms these findings (Anderson 
et al. 2022; Keller 2016; Bulger et al. 2021; Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Wade 
2019a). Tween girls are savvy, strategic, and thoughtful in how they use social 
media and create digital girlhoods.

In addition to conducting interviews, I analyzed 260 YouTube videos from 
the prominent YouTube trend “Am I Pretty or Ugly?” The Pretty or Ugly You-
Tube trend began in 2011 with a handful of tween girls posting individual, 
publicly available videos on YouTube asking, “Am I pretty or ugly?” (or some 
variation thereof) and requesting that viewers leave comments about their 
appearances. The videos became so rampant on YouTube that they were rec-
ognized by the site as trending, and unsurprisingly, news media stories and 
other videos on YouTube started popping up in response to the trend. To date, 
it is estimated that more than one million Pretty or Ugly videos have been 
posted to YouTube by the tween girl demographic (Banet-Weiser 2014; Gallo 
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2013; Perle 2013; Rossie 2015), and in recent years, similar kinds of videos in 
which posters ask viewers to assess their appearance have trended on TikTok.

I became aware of the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend in the fall of 2013 
when I came across a news story published on the Slate magazine website 
titled “Young Girls Ask, ‘Am I Pretty or Ugly?’ on YouTube” (Waldman 2013). 
My initial reaction to learning about the trend was predictably aligned with 
much of the public and news media reaction to it at the time, boiling down 
to feelings of “this is so sad” and “we can’t believe girls are asking this ques-
tion.” Reporters and media commentators were disturbed by the existence 
of the trend and suspicious of girls’ motives for posting this kind of video. 
But mostly, they focused on how sad and troubling they believed it to be. One 
source lamented,

Most [of the videos] come with a feigned nonchalance. . . . [What’s] 
particularly disconcerting about these inquiries by young girls, who 
barely know who they are as individuals, is that the focus on looks 
at such a young age comes from insecurity and needing to be vali-
dated, even by those they don’t know (Maldonado 2013:para. 9).

Meanwhile, other sources sang a different tune, criticizing the Pretty or Ugly 
videos for what they saw as their attention-seeking nature. In the same 2013 
Slate article, author Katy Waldman writes of one of the girls in a Pretty or 
Ugly video: “She smiles coyly, feigns insecurity. . . . [Maybe] she craves vali-
dation; maybe she is secretly consumed by doubt. Either way, she looks like 
she is having an awesome time.” So in one sense and reading of the trend, 
girls are feigning nonchalance. In another, they are feigning insecurity. Could 
it be that both are happening at the same time? Or is it possible that the girls 
making these videos are, in fact, not feigning anything?

The more I investigated the trend and the backlash on the part of many 
adult authority figures, the more I wondered about the seeming shock and 
awe at tween girls asking this pretty or ugly question when it is a question 
American society has collectively characterized as a natural part of growing 
up as a girl for more than a century (Brumberg 1997; Orenstein 1994). The 
obvious difference from decades past is that the tween girls taking part in 
this trend are not just asking their family, friends, or immediate peer groups 
to assess their appearances; they are asking the world on a highly popular 
public digital platform where anyone with access to YouTube could see and 
comment on the videos. And while this trend peaked on YouTube nearly a 
decade ago and may no longer seem relevant, there is no denying the endur-
ing importance of being pretty in embodying “successful” girlhood (Adams 
and Bettis 2003; Harris 2004b; Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2009; Sands 
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2012), demonstrative of how this question of continues to pop up regardless 
of the social media platform du jour.

“Where are the parents?” was yet another sentiment made popular in news 
media response to the trend. Commentators leveled blame against parents 
for not keeping a closer eye on their daughters, who they felt, by nature of 
their age and gender, had no business making public YouTube videos for any 
potential Internet predator, pedophile, or troll to see. Still other sources framed 
the matter as girls “setting themselves up” for cyberbullying (Kennedy 2013). 
Among the parental, popular, and news media response to the trend, the com-
mon denominator appears to be a protective attitude toward girls, a sugges-
tion that the girls making these videos do not fully comprehend the risks 
associated with posting them and the potential repercussions. Many vilified 
tween girls for being attention seeking—but why is this trait necessarily bad, 
especially when girlhood concerns and interests are so often dismissed and 
disparaged? Little has been done to examine the social conditions surround-
ing the Pretty or Ugly trend, and critical inquiry into why tween girls might 
use the specific platform of YouTube to ask this age-old question is notably 
absent.

Public perceptions and media representations of girls (in both news me-
dia and popular culture) have greatly contributed to contrasting dominant 
narratives about girls that position them as either innocent and in need of 
protection or as dangerous, promiscuous, and rebellious. Abiding paradigms 
of “girls in trouble” versus “girls as trouble,” “can-do girls” versus “at-risk 
girls” (Harris 2004a), reinforce harmful girlhood stereotypes related to race 
and class and continually position girls as an oppressed, marginalized, and 
vulnerable population. In recent years, news stories about girls sharing pri-
vate information via the Internet have spread far and wide and have resulted 
in increased policing of girls’ behavior, especially in reference to acting or 
appearing sexy online. 

In certain states, young people can be prosecuted for sharing sexy im-
ages or videos (Best and Bogle 2014; Hasinoff 2015). What began as discrete 
news media moments and individual reporting on incidents of sharing sex-
ual content is now legible as a far-reaching cultural phenomenon and source 
of moral panic, manifesting as a fear of what could happen to girls’ bod-
ies—and of what girls’ bodies are capable of. Sady Doyle writes in her book 
Dead Blondes and Bad Mothers that there is a “madness that ensues when a 
society locates the threat to its own existence in the body of the young girl” 
(2019:6). An entire social values system—one that simultaneously obsesses 
over and fears sex, purports to believe in self-love while constantly pushing 
for self-improvement, and emphasizes personal fulfillment measured by a 
heteronormative notion of happy family life concurrent with an entrenched 
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ethos of individualism, competition, and capitalist enterprise—is being cast 
onto the bodies of today’s American girls.

Competing Cultural Models: Innocent Girls  
Who Need Protection and “Girl Power!”

A clear avenue that helps situate these dueling dualisms is Andrew Cherlin’s 
theory of competing cultural models, which he defines as ways of viewing 
and understanding social life. In his 2010 book The Marriage Go Round, Cher-
lin thinks about marriage and divorce in the United States as competing cul-
tural models. On the one hand, people in the United States love marriage. 
The wedding services industry in the United States earned yearly revenue 
somewhere north of $57 billion in 2021 and upward of $70 billion in 2023 
(McCain 2023). American society considers marriage the ideal end point for 
every monogamous, romantic relationship. Yet divorce has become a very 
common occurrence in this country in the last half century. Divorce, though 
not regularly viewed as a desirable event or outcome and not always welcomed, 
is accepted, an unmistakably established norm. Cherlin argues that much of 
this contradiction has to do with competing models of what Americans are 
effectively conditioned into desiring—a happy, fulfilling marriage and home 
life, as well as individualism in identity, achievement, and success in the work-
place. I use Cherlin’s framework of competing cultural models to shed light 
on the contested nature of girlhood in America today, shaped by two com-
peting cultural models that provide girls with conflicting guidelines on iden-
tity, appearance, and behavior: innocent girls who need protection versus “Girl 
Power!”

With each new development in media, technology, and fashion (or other 
cultural shift) comes another turn of the moral panic cycle perpetuated by 
girls participating in the public sphere. In the innocent girls who need pro-
tection cultural model, girls have historically been represented and thought 
of as “in crisis” (Banet-Weiser 2015; Harris 2004a; Mazzarella and Pecora 
2007; Rentschler and Mitchell 2014). Constructions of girls as in crisis have 
been heavily marked by race and class connotations, situating girls as either 
in trouble or as trouble, “can-do” or “at risk” (Abrams 2003; Downe 2005; 
Harris 2004a). The social thrust of protectionist discourse around girls is 
White centered; girls of color, especially Black, Brown, and Indigenous girls 
in lower-economic circumstances, are framed in crisis in a different way from 
White girls and girls in middle- and upper-economic circumstances, often 
toward criminalization, adultification, or narratives of delinquency (Carter 
Andrews et al. 2019; Morris 2015; Wade 2019a). Girls with disabilities have 
been rendered essentially invisible in broader cultural discourse around girls 
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in crisis because disability so often obfuscates gender, race, and sexual sub-
jectivities, even as experiences of disability are themselves vast and impos-
sible to essentialize (Hill 2017; Wendell 1997). Expectations of ideal girlhood 
are not experienced the same way across identities. Sarah Banet-Weiser 
writes,

It is the Can-Do girl who has been scripted as a national “problem”; 
her body has been the site of public national investment, cultivated 
and imagined as a future citizen, an investment circulated in an econ-
omy of visibility. In contrast, the At-Risk girl is always already at risk 
because of her raced and classed body (2018:82).

Through a more specific lens of tweenhood, De Leyn et al. write that “in the 
Global North, childhood is oftentimes nostalgically imagined as a state of in-
nocence, naivety, and protection (Sabry and Mansour 2019). Adolescence on 
the other hand is considered a phase of expanding autonomy but also of reck-
less risk-taking (Durham 2017)” (2021:3). As an added layer to the discursive 
girlhood studies framing of the can-do girl and the at-risk girl, the tween 
girl exists somewhere between these imaginings of innocence and needing 
protection versus expanding autonomy and recklessness by virtue of limi
nality and slippage in the tween category.

Considering how girls’ bodies are restricted in the name of protection, 
we can point to several examples, such as the ongoing promotion of virgin-
ity prominent across many social arenas, especially in Christian denomina-
tions and within public education. Girls routinely have earlier curfews than 
cis male siblings or peers and are more often monitored by parents outside 
of the home. Sex education in public schools (if it exists at all) rarely discusses 
girls’ sexualities with any nuance, let alone entertaining the possibility of girls 
identifying with nonhetero desires. Curriculum most often focuses on men-
struation, anatomy, and reproductive cycles (and frankly, the information is 
severely lacking in depth and detail). While this knowledge is important, it 
does little to question how sex education, even if advertised as comprehen-
sive, fails to promote transparent and direct conversations about desire, queer 
experiences, pleasure, and the cultivation of sexual subjectivities. Boys are 
framed as active sexual agents, and girls are passive receivers or victims (Fields 
2008; Fine and McClelland 2007; Orenstein 2016; Tolman 2005). This cur-
riculum reproduces a restrictive and simplistic gender binary. 

It seems American society would collectively prefer not to acknowledge 
girls as sexual subjects capable of desiring and asserting that desire, yet girl-
hood itself is sexualized throughout American public and popular media. If 
attention is paid to girls’ sexualities in the sex ed curriculum, they are often 
represented in terms of romanticism, emotional connection, and emotional 
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intimacy rather than corporeal drive and desire for physical pleasure. When 
we consider this reality through a lens of disability justice, girls with disabili-
ties, whether cognitive or physical, are more likely to be viewed as entirely 
nonsexual or lacking sexual subjectivity and agency. The framework of girl-
hood innocence becomes even more firmly entrenched, and efforts toward 
protection are escalated (Fine 1988; Hill 2017; Steele and Goldblatt 2020; 
Stienstra 2015; Tepper 2000). The invisibility of girls with disabilities across 
social institutions, including media, renders their self-representation in new 
media landscapes even more important in intersectional analyses of tween 
girls’ embodied experiences (Hill 2017; Reinke and Todd 2016).

School dress codes unjustly target girls and punish them for wearing “sex-
ual” clothing (leggings that fit the form, for example), yet girls are effectively 
encouraged to wear such clothing through media messaging, marketing from 
mass retailers, and its availability in the places where they consume (or where 
parents consume for them). Peggy Orenstein, author of Girls and Sex (2016), 
argues that, though perhaps well intentioned, parents and educators alienate 
girls from their own bodies by exacerbating their vulnerability and position-
ing sex as something to fear, all under the banner of protection. Sarah Banet-
Weiser suggests,

The recent spate of books and other cultural products warning about 
the sexualization of girls confirms the raced and classed nature of the 
moral panic; as R. Danielle Egan (2013) argues about the regulation 
imposed on the sexual practices of middle class girls, “the white 
bourgeois body has been conceptualized as pure, hygienic, and em-
blematic of restraint and rationality; and the middle- and upper-class 
child the embodiment of innocence, purity, and the bright future of 
the class, race, and nation” (2014:88).

The projection of adult anxieties, fears, and moral panic onto girls’ bodies 
ultimately places an onus on girls to protect themselves from boys and men, 
dress modestly, behave appropriately, and take full responsibility for their 
bodies as distractions to boys and men at best—and targets for sexual vio-
lence at worst.

The second cultural model is “Girl Power!” The term “Girl Power!” was 
born out of the third wave feminist movement of the late 1980s and early 1990s 
and coined by members of the feminist punk band Bikini Kill, who also wrote 
and published the Riot Grrrl manifesto in 1991. Originally, the “Girl Power!” 
sentiment encapsulated an underground, do-it-yourself, antiestablishment 
feminist ethic focused on intersectionality and inclusion, as well as individu-
alism, choice, and agency—notably set apart from the collectivist politics and 
dubious, homogenizing “sisterhood is global” rhetoric of the feminist second 
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wave. “Girl Power!” was a movement established by girls for girls, and it cen-
tered reclaiming, owning, and celebrating the identity of girl, emphasizing 
neofemininities, confidence, independence, subcultural performance, and 
choice (Riordan 2001). 

Over time, the girl power idea has become intensely bound up with con-
sumer culture, a cornerstone of postfeminist ideology and, more recently, a 
recognizable thread in the resurgence of popular feminism (Banet-Weiser 
2018; Zeisler 2016). Postfeminism posits and parades the myth of achieved 
gender equality: the belief that we are beyond feminism, that we no longer 
need it. Postfeminist sensibility (Adamson 2017; Gill 2007; McRobbie 2008) 
can be understood acutely through the feminist politics of late 1990s and ear-
ly 2000s media such as Ally McBeal and Sex and the City, which champion 
a particular brand of female empowerment marked by Whiteness, wealth, 
individualism, neoliberalism, and adaptation to masculine-coded spaces while 
performing conventional femininity via beauty and body work (Tasker and 
Negra 2007). Postfeminism is especially and particularly concerned with the 
body as project (Gill 2007).

More recently, feminist scholarship on “confidence culture” (Orgad and 
Gill 2022) and “empowerment” (Banet-Weiser 2018) has complicated the post-
feminist sensibility through recognition of an unmistakable rise in feminist 
branding, “femvertising,” and popular feminisms available for purchase. Or-
gad and Gill (2022) identify the paradox of the confidence revolution that 
has emerged alongside increasingly stringent expectations and standards of 
body and beauty, professional success, and familial success. This “have it all” 
narrative comes from postfeminism and is played out in how “Girl Power!” 
is packaged and sold. “Girl Power!” glosses over the specificity of oppressions 
faced by tween girls at various intersections of identity. It is very White, cis-
het, ableist, and thin oriented. These competing cultural models of innocent 
girls who need protection and “Girl Power!” demonstrate how contradictory 
social and cultural conditions create the paradox and dilemma of “ideal girl-
hood” (Renold and Ringrose 2013). Though rooted in postfeminist notions 
that feminism has done its job and that gendered empowerment can be 
achieved and maintained through the performance of ideal femininity, the 
more recent twist on popular feminism promotes authenticity, vulnerability, 
and the promise of empowerment and confidence through continual, indi-
vidual work on the self. Popular feminism suggests that if tween girls are in-
deed in crisis, they can readily buy their way out and achieve confidence 
through consumption, so long as they also be themselves.

Thus, rather than destabilizing entrenched gender norms that continue 
to oppress girls with marginalized identities that mark them as “trouble” or 
“at risk” by virtue of raced and classed embodiments—or disrupting a log-
ic of White, middle-class girls as at once in need of protection and confident, 
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bold, empowered, and future subjects—“Girl Power!” and its promise deliv-
ered by purchase functions as a distraction from enduring gender inequities. 
“Girl Power!” has been turned into a capitalist project, and the body along 
with it. From British pop band sensation the Spice Girls of the early aughts 
to astronaut Barbie (“If you can dream it, you can be it!”) to Frozen’s Elsa 
(2013) to T-shirts you can buy with just one click (“I’m a Girl . . . What’s your 
Superpower?”), tween girls are certainly a primary market for self-empow-
erment via consumption (Banet-Weiser 2014; Kennedy and Coulter 2018; Ken-
nedy 2018).

The coexistence and discordance of these competing cultural models il-
luminate how American culture simultaneously values girls’ opportunities 
for achievement and ability to assert themselves, speak their minds, and ex-
hibit success in historically male/masculine dominated arenas such as sports, 
science, and technology, while continuing to value them for their beauty, pre-
sumed innocence, gentleness, femininity, and purity. And again, it depends 
greatly on which girls we are talking about, as competing cultural models play 
out differently and inform adult responses to girlhood narratives based on 
race, class, ability, gender, and sexual expression.

Surveillance and policing of tween girls online has increased in recent 
years alongside the proliferation of resources that seek to equip girls with 
tools to not only smartly and safely navigate digital spaces but also take full 
advantage of the rewards, pleasures, and opportunities those spaces have to 
offer. It matters that we are seeing more recognition of tween girls as agential 
subjects on social media. The stories news media feature, however, are often 
(and predictably) the most extreme and sensational, as they capitalize on pub-
lic anxieties and panics about tween girls and sex, cyberbullying, suicide, and 
other social ills associated with digital youth culture, making it seem as though 
young people cannot be trusted to not engage in risky online behaviors (At-
tia 2023). But the tween girls I interviewed shared that they frequently talk 
to their parents and peers about safe social media use and value privacy and 
protection online, keenly balancing the benefits of making certain content 
public in these contemporary economies of visibility (Banet-Weiser 2014; 
Shields Dobson 2015).

It is the feeling of social media as a less restricted place that allows for both 
the alarmist responses on the part of adults and the possibilities of freedom 
and authenticity of expression exercised by young people online. There is 
ambiguity and ambivalence in how tween girls feel about social media and 
express themselves on these platforms. Often, tween girls conform to con-
ventional ideas of femininity or resist and subvert these conventions. Con-
formity and resistance frequently happen at the same time, in the same per-
formance, and sometimes in the same breath. These moments of seeming 
contradiction are embodied manifestations and reflections of the contradic-
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tory and paradoxical nature of achieving ideal girlhood today. Just as in their 
physical worlds, tween girls on social media must reckon with the constrained 
agency and normative Whiteness, cisgendered-ness, ableism, and classism 
of the “innocent girls who need protection” model and the discordant mes-
saging in popular and consumer culture that they can be anything and do 
anything according to the “Girl Power!” model. Tween girls are certainly not 
wholly empowered, nor are they passive victims. It is precisely in the in be-
tween that tween girls live their lives and grapple with themselves in pro-
cesses of becoming agential subjects on social media.

Methods and Ethics
This research presents novel understandings of how tween girls negotiate the 
competing cultural models of innocent girls who need protection and “Girl 
Power!” via participation on social media platforms and how they give mean-
ing to their experiences as tween girls and social media users in a digitally 
driven society. As danah boyd writes, “social media platforms have been tak-
en up around the globe at an unprecedented speed, revealing the extraordi-
nary nature of the social media phenomenon. For this reason alone, it is im-
perative to analyze the phenomenon of social media” (2014:2).

This is a multimethod study. The first method is a textual analysis of You-
Tube videos from the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend that began in 2011, peaked 
in 2013 (my best guess), and continues today at a low rumble with new videos 
being created and uploaded, the trend itself replicated to varying degrees on 
other platforms such as TikTok. The second method is in-depth interviews 
with tween girls between the ages of ten and thirteen living in Wisconsin. This 
research takes a cultural studies approach and captures interplay between a 
tangible example of how tween girls perform their bodies online and make 
themselves visible on social media (on YouTube specifically) and how tween 
girls themselves articulate and characterize the why and how behind their 
social media participation and content creation (Sloan and Quan-Haase 2016).

Textual analysis (Smith 2017) of Pretty or Ugly YouTube videos reveals 
interesting patterns of language and body performance that demonstrate 
notable variations in how tween girls present themselves within the context 
of this trend. I analyzed 260 Pretty or Ugly videos posted publicly and avail-
able for anyone on YouTube to view. My sample predominantly featured White 
tween girls between the conjectural ages of ten and fourteen years old. All 
the tween girl subjects in the videos had access and ability to post to YouTube 
channels, whether their own channels (technically illegal for those under 
thirteen years old) or the channels of family members or friends. Videos in 
the trend vary according to how a girl presents herself and where the video 
is shot (most often in a bedroom, sometimes a bathroom, rarely a kitchen or 
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other living area in a home, and quite rarely outside or in a public space). The 
videos range in length from ten seconds to several minutes long but often 
follow a similar formula or script. A tween girl records herself with a laptop, 
tablet, or mobile phone, and the video usually goes something like this:

Hi! Um, I was, um I just wanted to make a video to see, because my 
friends keep calling me, like, ugly, and then some people call me pret-
ty or whatever. So, I just wanted to get people’s response from You-
Tube. Um, am I ugly or pretty? Tell me the truth. Leave comments 
below so I can like, read them. So, thank you! Bye!

This video script comes from Kerrigan,4 a young White girl approximate-
ly eleven or twelve years old who wears a red Hollister sweatshirt and plays 
with her blond hair while she speaks, swiveling around on a desk chair in the 
room where she records the video. Kerrigan’s video demonstrates the over-
all ethos of the Pretty or Ugly trend and a specific formula recognizable across 
a significant number of the videos. A tween girl making one of these videos 
often references friends or peers at school or some other faction of her social 
life commenting on her appearance. She frames her question as a desire to 
learn the truth and implores YouTube viewers to be honest with her and com-
ment on whether she is pretty or ugly. She often projects a sense of objectiv-
ity onto the YouTube audience, recognized as a network of strangers, people 
she does not know but a community she can tap into nonetheless. This ob-
jectivity seems to be what she wants and her ostensible reason for making the 
video public on a wide-reaching platform like YouTube: she is getting mixed 
messages from friends and other people she knows in physical space such as 
at school, and she can perhaps garner a more objective assessment of her ap-
pearance from people she does not know in digital space.

I analyzed 260 of these videos, but there are upward of an estimated one 
million available to view (Gallo 2013; Perle 2013; Rossie 2015). A Pretty or 
Ugly video might only have a handful of views, or it may have gone viral and 
garnered millions of views; videos with more clicks and views helped cata-
lyze the Pretty or Ugly video trope as a trend. Public response to the trend, 
as well as my own assessment of it, substantiates that it is most certainly a 
trend among tween girls, driven by this demographic. Tween girls contrib-
uted to the growing nature of the trend by watching other girls post videos 
and then posting their own. Many girls posting Pretty or Ugly videos explic-
itly identify seeing other girls posting the videos as motivation for making 
and posting one.

YouTube video results are not generated randomly in searches (Burgess 
and Green 2018). Specific search terms are required to view desired content. 
Because of the large volume of videos in the trend, I created a fairly diverse 
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sample through the application of four different configurations of a set of 
search terms: 1) “Am I pretty or ugly?” 2) “Am I ugly or pretty?” 3) “Am I 
pretty?” 4) “Am I ugly?” I reviewed video results to determine relevance to 
the trend and ensured that each video in my sample met the following cri-
teria: it must be generated by one of the four specified search terms; the title 
of the video must include the words pretty, ugly, or some combination there-
of; the subject(s) of the video must identify as girl or have an assumed sex 
category of girl;5 and the subject(s) of the video must have an estimated age 
of fourteen or younger.

The ethical considerations of this research are not straightforward, and 
I made several context-specific decisions. Though I cannot know for certain 
the intent of video subjects in terms of wanting to reach a broad audience or 
wanting only friends and family to watch, as every video I analyzed was pub-
lic and available to view without a specific login, password, or requirement 
to follow or subscribe to the YouTube channel in question and because the 
girls in the videos are crowdsourcing for honesty about their appearances, 
my ethical standpoint follows that the girls in the videos understood to a rea-
sonable degree that their videos could be watched by any number of people. 
I did not seek out any information about video subject identity beyond what 
was posted by the creator (title of video, username, YouTube channel name, 
date of posting), and I chose to use pseudonyms for analysis of the videos 
because even though the videos are posted publicly, the video subjects are 
minors (Graham et al. 2013; Greig, Taylor, and MacKay 2013; Sui, Sui, and 
Rhodes 2022), and I wanted to establish some degree of anonymity.

I generated a sample of 260 Pretty or Ugly YouTube videos by selecting 
sixty-five videos from the results of each of the four search terms listed. I cleared 
my Internet history between each search term and vetted each video for rel-
evance and to ensure there were no repeats in the sample. I did not select videos 
based on number of views or comments. Though I thought about analyzing 
comments on the videos in addition to the videos themselves, as doing so 
might indicate popularity of certain videos in the trend and provide compel-
ling data on notions of “micro-celebrity” (Abidin 2018; Banet-Weiser 2017; 
Jerslev 2016; Marwick 2013b), it was outside the scope of this research. It is 
a fruitful vein of analysis that warrants further examination and has already 
been addressed by at least one scholar (Rossie 2015). I was focused on inves-
tigating how tween girls perform their bodies publicly and present themselves 
on social media in asking this question on YouTube specifically and analyz-
ing what social and cultural meanings of contemporary American girlhoods 
emerge from individual videos as well as the existence of the Pretty or Ugly 
YouTube trend as a whole.

I coded the video transcripts and wrote observational notes and memos 
after viewing each video. These notes included information such as the girl’s 
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perceived gender identity and expression, racial identity, age, dress, demean-
or, body language, and the environment in which the video was filmed (bed-
room, bathroom, shared space in a home, etc.). I also looked at body language 
and considered how much of a girl’s body was visible in a video (e.g., close-
up, face only, full body, etc.).

The demographic breakdown of the 260 Pretty or Ugly videos in my sam-
ple included a total of 269 video subjects, as seven of the videos in my sam-
ple featured more than one girl. Six of the videos featured two girls, and one 
featured four girls. In terms of perceived racial categories, 214 of the videos 
featured girls who were assumed White, twenty-four featured girls assumed 
Black, twenty-one featured girls assumed Latina, three featured girls assumed 
Asian, one featured a girl who was mixed race (she identifies herself in this 
way in the video), and the six remaining videos were classified as other or un-
determined, as I was not able to reasonably perceive racial category for those 
video subjects, whether their faces and bodies were somewhat obscured or 
covered or they were not close enough to the web camera. There is a great deal 
of Whiteness centered within the trend I explore in more detail in subsequent 
chapters.

In the second part of my study, I conducted in-depth interviews with twen-
ty-six ten- to thirteen-year-old girls over a six-month period between the end 
of 2016 and the beginning of 2017. Even though we have seen increased at-
tention in research and scholarship toward female adolescents and social me-
dia in recent years, there is still a dearth of research that actively centers the 
voices and experiences of tween girls growing up with social media (Bulger 
et al. 2021; De Leyn et al. 2021; García-Gómez 2018). I wanted to know more 
about the experiences, practices, and content creations of tween girls on social 
media in relation to the competing cultural models American tween girls 
exist within. Pairing interviews with tween girls with the textual analysis of 
the tween girl−driven Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend allowed me to develop 
a richer understanding of contemporary American girlhoods in the digital 
age. The YouTube trend is a tangible, public example of digital girlhoods, and 
the specific tensions this trend calls forth are a compelling demonstration 
of how tween girls negotiate, conform to, and resist the cultural models of 
innocent girls who need protection and “Girl Power!” The interviews with 
the twenty-six tween girls provide rich insight into the trend, as I showed 
interviewees a sample of Pretty or Ugly videos and asked for their reactions. 
The interviews also allowed me to see more gradation and distinction be-
tween how adult authority figures and public media perceive tween girls in 
terms of their social media behavior and what tween girls are actually doing 
on social media. Not unlike how girls are represented in popular media and 
culture through overly simplistic tropes and stereotypes, the realities of tween 
girls’ lives on social media are much more complicated.
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The logic of my study design seeks to understand how tween girls as so-
cial actors give meaning to their social worlds in a specific cultural and tem-
poral context (Warren and Karner 2010). Understanding tween girls to be the 
main target demographic for “Girl Power!” and the self-esteem market (Banet-
Weiser 2014), as well as a demographic that adults seek to protect (and police 
and control), I question how and why tween girls use social media, how they 
navigate the social conditions of competing cultural models of girlhoods, and 
what the implications of their social media use are. Tween girls use social me-
dia in part to reconcile and make sense of what is happening to them in phys-
ical spaces—school, home, with friends, peers, and in other social activities.

I got institutional approval from the University of Massachusetts Boston 
review board to conduct interviews with ten- to fourteen-year-old girls and 
recruited study participants through purposive sampling from three sites in 
Wisconsin: Girls Inc. of Greater Madison, the Boys and Girls Club of Dane 
County, and the Boys and Girls Club of West Central Wisconsin. These sites 
serve girls in the tween age category, primarily through after-school program-
ming. Participants were all female adolescents within a specific age range who 
identify as girls, but they were diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, and socio-
economic circumstance. My interview participants did not have visible dis-
abilities, and I did not ask about disability identity directly, so I cannot speak 
to the presence of disabilities among interviewees.

Through recruitment materials, I obtained consent from guardians for 
each girl to participate in a one-on-one interview at the established after-school 
site. Other eligibility requirements included having regular access (defined 
as at least one hour each day) to the Internet through use of an Internet-ca-
pable device and being self-reportedly active on at least two of the following 
social media sites: Facebook, Instagram, Musical.ly, Snapchat, Twitter, or You-
Tube. (Musical.ly was at the height of its popularity during 2016 and 2017 and 
notably merged with and ultimately became TikTok in 2018. TikTok did not 
enjoy immense popularity until two years later, with the onset of the COVID-19 
global pandemic.)

Interview subjects were recruited by adult liaisons at each site. Program 
managers assisted in getting word out about the project and distributing study 
materials to parents and guardians of girls in the programs. Interested par-
ents and guardians were able to reach out to me and ask questions about the 
study. They provided consent forms granting permission for the girls to par-
ticipate in the interviews. Girls whose guardians gave their consent were then 
asked again whether they wanted to participate to ensure that they under-
stood what participation entailed. I scheduled interviews with girls who agreed 
to participate during after-school hours, and all interviews took place at the 
respective after-school program sites, settings familiar and comfortable for 
the girls.
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At the outset of each interview, participants signed the assent form, as 
well as a consent form for audio recording the interviews for analysis. Girls 
were read the parameters of the study in terms they could understand and 
given the opportunity to ask questions about the process. Additionally, I 
made it clear to each participant that they could refuse to answer any ques-
tions they did not want to answer, stop the interview, or withdraw from the 
process altogether at any time. All identifying information was kept strictly 
confidential throughout the data collection and analysis processes, and each 
participant was given a pseudonym at the outset of the study. Data was 
stored in accordance with university policy. Audio recordings of the inter-
views were deleted on completion of the analysis. A small gift card incentive 
was given to each girl at the conclusion of her interview. Interview subject 
demographics are broken down in Table 1.1.

TABLE 1.1: INTERVIEW SUBJECT DEMOGRAPHICS
Pseudonym Age Race
Ariel 10 White
Samantha 10 White
Sinead 10 Black
Scout 10 White
Sierra 10 Black
Genie 10 White
Tessy 10 White
Jazz 10 Black
Taylor 10 White
Marcie 10 White
Pepper 10 White
Fiona 10 White
Constance 10 Latina
Maya 11 Latina
Michelle 11 Black
Dominique 11 Black
Ricki 11 Black
Tania 11 Latina
Breanna 11 White
Jessie 12 Black
Starr 12 Black
Kendra 13 Black
Noelle 13 Black
Dani 13 Black
Chrissy 13 Black
Brooklyn 13 Black
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Of the twenty-six tween girls I interviewed, thirteen were Black, ten were 
White, and three were Latina. Thirteen of the girls were ten years old, six were 
eleven years old, two were twelve years old, and five were thirteen years old. 
I had an overrepresentation of younger girls and did not have any fourteen-
year-olds in the sample. Twenty-one of the twenty-six girls were living in a 
more urban area, while the remaining five were in a more rural or smaller 
town setting. The interviews lasted anywhere between twelve and ninety min-
utes, around thirty-five minutes on average, with some participants wanting 
to share more than others. There was no obvious pattern or predictor of in-
terview length in terms of who spoke more or less; the longest interviews were 
split across interview sites, age, and racial categories. I took field notes dur-
ing and immediately following each interview to capture specific informa-
tion about girls’ appearances, dress, demeanors, and body language. Each 
interview was audio recorded and transcribed using a transcription service. 
I coded field notes as well as interview transcripts for analysis.

The interviews were semistructured and followed an interview guide cen-
tered around five themes with suggested questions: 1) basics of online par-
ticipation, 2) social media behavior and content, 3) digital behavior and 
gender, 4) the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend, and 5) perspectives on the im-
portance of social media. During a portion of each interview, I showed each 
participant a sample of three videos from the Pretty or Ugly trend and asked 
for her reactions to the videos. All interviewees watched the same three vid-
eos, which were randomly selected from my sample of videos for the textual 
analysis. This catalyzed conversations about social media and gender. In re-
sponse to the videos, tween girls reflected on how, from their perspectives, 
girls and boys use social media differently and are judged differently in how 
they use it.

The interview data revealed a great deal about the experiences of tween 
girls on social media in the contemporary United States and captured dis-
tinct characteristics within tween girls’ individual social media use. The girls 
I interviewed certainly articulated shared themes and experiences, but they 
also demonstrated significant differences in personal interests, how they use 
social media, how they experience judgment online, the kinds of choices they 
make in terms of what and where they post, the degree to which they post 
and why, how they navigate notions of privacy and safety, and their feelings 
about their social media participation overall.

I hope to represent these nuances as fully and accurately as possible while 
recognizing how my role as an adult, White, cis woman researcher informed 
how girls answered my questions and told me about their experiences and 
feelings. This research presents the shared meanings created between myself 
and the tween girls I spoke with (Guba and Lincoln 1994). My focus was to 
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ensure the girls felt safe and comfortable during the interview process, min-
imizing potential harm while creating space for girls to bring up any topics 
they wanted to address in an organic way (Farrell 2022; Willig 2013). Be-
cause the girls did not know me outside of the context of the interview, and 
given my position as an adult authority figure, I cannot entirely rule out the 
possibility of social desirability bias, or them answering questions based on 
what they thought I wanted to hear. But I also wanted to be cautious of how 
routinely girls are dismissed in their concerns, to follow their lead and be 
open to whatever they were telling me as their truths. Regarding my ana-
lytical and ethical position, I kept the interview questions quite open ended 
and followed the girls’ lead in our conversations, demonstrating a commit-
ment to their perspectives and experiences and centering their voices in the 
research.

Tween girls, and girls more generally, are a persistently understudied pop-
ulation. Most of the tween girls I interviewed had never given an interview 
before—and never specifically about social media. I wanted to be sensitive 
to this reality, giving the girls plenty of space to ask questions and talk about 
themes and ideas that came up for them. In analysis, I employed qualita-
tive interpretation frameworks used by girlhood studies scholars (Mitchell 
and Reid-Walsh 2008; Singh 2021) and the work of Sorsoli and Tolman, who 
write that 

[People] pass regularly from one “state of mind” to another many times 
in a day, often without realizing it, and particularly in response to dif-
ficult relational experiences. Multiple, even contradictory, perspec-
tives on any given experience (which can be “voiced” in concert in 
narratives) are not only acceptable but are to be anticipated (2008:​497).

Tween girls vocalized quite a bit of ambivalence about social media being 
good or bad; they often felt it was both, appreciating certain elements of so-
cial media while bemoaning others. Indeed, they had, as Sorsoli and Tolman 
suggest, “multiple and contradictory perspectives.” These complex and con-
tradictory perspectives speak to the nature of social media as a whole—as 
a reflection of social interactions and societal norms and mores, a compli-
cated tapestry that influences tween girls’ daily lives, choices, and behaviors 
and continually blurs the boundaries between the physical and the digital. 
This research presents nuanced accounts of how tween girls “do girlhood” 
on social media, how they create digital girlhoods, and how they charac-
terize their experiences online, considering what all this means in a contem-
porary moment defined by competing cultural models of girlhood and 
increased normalization of social media use in the day-to-day lives of Amer-
ican tween girls.
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Mapping Digital Girlhoods
Chapter Two further situates and historicizes the contemporary social and 
cultural conditions of American girlhoods by more thoroughly exploring the 
origins of the competing cultural models of innocent girls who need protec-
tion and “Girl Power!” Looking at how women’s and girl’s bodies have been 
and continue to be controlled and restricted over time, I illuminate how overt 
and covert manifestations of competing cultural models are tangibly felt and 
embodied by tween girls in the digital cultural landscape. Reflecting on en-
during phenomena, theories, and framings such as the Madonna-Whore myth, 
biopower, docile bodies, stringent gendered aesthetic ideals, and well-worn 
controlling images of the at-risk girl and the can-do girl in popular media 
(Hill Collins 1990; hooks 1992), I explore how the tension between protec-
tionist discourses and postfeminist-turned-popular-feminist neoliberal “Girl 
Power!” results in today’s tween girls having to navigate a perpetual push-
pull between empowerment and disempowerment.

Mapping this tension onto girls’ social media use, Chapter Three explores 
how the “Girl Power!” cultural model, which emphasizes individualism, em-
powerment, and confidence via consumption, has fostered the expectation 
that tween girls make themselves visible online. However, tween girls are no-
tably policed (often by other girls) when modes of visibility resist or subvert 
conventional and/or acceptable performances of femininity (Attwood, Ha-
kim, and Winch 2017). Tween girls both conform to and resist the conven-
tions and gendered politics of these economies of visibility (Banet-Weiser 
2015) in various ways. Visibility on social media has become a normal part of 
girls’ daily routines but also a significant and widely recognized (and sought 
after) form of social capital among their peers. They exercise control over their 
self-representations on social media and strategically use social media to 
engage their interests and build social capital. Tween girls keenly balance 
the desire to be seen with the pressure of presenting themselves in culturally 
specific and socially acceptable ways.

Chapter Four digs deeper into the politics of tween girls’ visibility on social 
media through the specific lens of the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend and the 
reactions I got from the tween girls I interviewed when I showed them vid-
eos from the trend. The Pretty or Ugly trend, as an example of contemporary 
digital girlhoods, demonstrates clear tensions between empowerment and 
disempowerment, public and private, confidence and insecurity, and authen-
ticity and affect. The responses my interviewees had to the videos reveal im-
portant questions about a digital authenticity values system—what constitutes 
being real or fake on social media—as well as the idea that being bullied in 
physical space, such as at school, is a logical or practical motivation behind 
why a tween girl might post a Pretty or Ugly video on YouTube. Tween girls 
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responded to the Pretty or Ugly videos in complex and often contradictory 
ways, showcasing how the competing cultural models of girlhood and par-
adoxes tween girls exist within influence how they relate to one another in 
their social worlds.

Continuing in this vein of how tween girls relate to each other, Chapter 
Five takes an in-depth look at a spectrum of tween girl social behavior—
ranging from girls bullying girls to relational “drama” between and among 
girls to intragroup affirmation, homosocial support, and friendship—and 
investigates how this spectrum plays out on social media. Toxic girl culture 
is wrought by competing cultural models of innocent girls who need protec-
tion and “Girl Power!” This behavioral spectrum is reflected in the meanings 
tween girls give to social media. Tween girls are conditioned into certain re-
lational behaviors, primarily reflected in media representation of girls as mean, 
catty, or relationally aggressive (Mikel Brown 2003; Chesney-Lind, Morash, 
and Irwin 2007; Crann 2017; Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2007; Mcqueeney 
and Girgenti-Malone 2018; Simmons 2002). There is much social and cultural 
emphasis on competition among girls, as well as normalization of self-dep-
recative talk to relate with one another. Tween girls characterize social me-
dia as a site where bullying between and among girls can and does occur, but 
they also view social media, especially apps such as Snapchat, as a crucial 
vehicle for maintaining continual connection with friends, particularly in 
terms of seeking and offering support and affirmation. They indicate mean-
ingful connections with friends as a primary motivation for using social 
media.

Tween girls mainly interact on social media with people and peer net-
works they already know in physical space (Bulger et al. 2021; De Leyn et al. 
2021). This reality goes against some adult-centered fears and perceptions of 
tween girls engaging in the risky behavior of interacting with strangers and 
potential predators online. Chapter Six investigates how tween girls are often 
represented in news and popular media in a simplistic way—either as pas-
sive victims of online predation or as reckless and irresponsible in their social 
media use. Contrary to this popular belief, my research shows that tween girls 
are keeping much of their content private, interacting primarily with people 
they know in physical space, following parental guidelines, seeking out “ap-
propriate content” on social media, and internalizing what their parents teach 
them about approaching social media with a measured amount of fear and 
caution.

We should not be roundly alarmed or totally emboldened by what tween 
girls are doing online. The reality is that tween girls are still figuring them-
selves out. As the creators and negotiators of digital girlhoods, they are using 
social media as an important tool in processes of self- and social development: 
to exercise control over how they are seen and how they see themselves, cre-
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ate content they care about, manage relationships, and connect with their 
communities. In centering tween girls’ voices in their experiences with so-
cial media and demonstrating how they leverage these platforms (YouTube, 
Instagram, Snapchat, etc.) to build confidence, gain social capital, create vis-
ibility, and foster and manage homosocial relationships, this research offers 
a fresh approach to American tween girl digital cultures and argues that social 
media is not the cause of the gendered social ills (low self-esteem, bullying 
behavior, negative body image, etc.) it is often made out to be. Rather, social 
media is a consequential tool that tween girls are using in strategic and com-
pelling ways to participate in cultural conversations that so often happen 
about them but generally fail to happen with them.



“During [girlhood], we learn to adopt a story about 
ourselves—what our value is, what beauty is, what is 
harmful and what is normal—and to privilege the feelings, 
comfort, perceptions, and power of others over our own. 
This training of our minds can lead to the exile of many 
parts of the self, to hatred for and the abuse of our own 
bodies, the policing of other girls, and a lifetime of 
allegiance to values that do not prioritize our safety, 
happiness, freedom, or pleasure.” 

—Febos 2021:xiii 

“As a term, ‘girl’ is polarizing: feared for how tightly it 
connects youth and desire, reviled for its infantilizing, 
passivity-inducing properties. On the face of it, girlishness 
is simply dismissed as being frivolous, immature, unmascu-
line, disempowering, reductive. At worst, the girl is an 
apolitical neutralizer of direct action. At best, she is simply 
enjoying herself with the junk society has given her. In 
either state—harmless or neutralizing, hedonic or willfully 
ignorant—the girl becomes an attractor of hatred, envy, and 
fear. As opposed to mainstream narratives of female 
empowerment and their sliding scale of access to power and 
resources, the girl is a far more politically ambivalent state.” 

—Quicho 2023:para. 4

Creating the Social Conditions of 
American Girlhoods

2

Clinical psychologist and author Mary Pipher theorizes the subject po-
sition and construction of the girl as one of crisis and peril and ar-
gues that at adolescence, girl selves are lost in social turmoil, going 

so far as to refer to the United States as a “girl-destroying place” (1994:44). 
Social psychologists have echoed this concern, labeling it the “girl-crisis move-
ment” (Farady 2010). As the opening quotes epitomize, to be a girl is to be 
in dilemma, in crisis, in a state of ambivalence. In her widely acclaimed book 
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Girlhood (2021), author Melissa Febos traces this excision of the self in favor 
of privileging the needs of others, a gendered phenomenon that often carries 
over into adulthood. Alex Quicho, a speculative futures scholar, writes fre-
quently about the “girlification” of the Internet and demonstrates in the ex-
cerpt at the start of this chapter how girls are all at once loved, loathed, de-
sired, and feared—a perpetually equivocal subject position.

This chapter explores how the contemporary social, cultural, and political 
conditions of American girlhoods came to be, operating at a nexus of mul-
tiple schools of thought, social theories, realities, and imaginings that shape 
tween girls’ lives and constitute the enduring and conflicting cultural models 
tween girls exist within and are called on to navigate. Throughout the anal-
ysis, I take a social constructionist approach to understand the sociopolitical 
and sociocultural landscape in which American tween girls dwell—not look-
ing for any singular truth but recognizing that American tween girl as a cat-
egory is socially, culturally, and politically determined, indefinite, and sub-
ject to shift and change according to time, place, and circumstance. Social 
constructionism, body politics, Western philosophies, Protestant theology, 
postfeminism, neoliberalism, digital sociology, contemporary feminisms, and 
girlhood studies all come together in elucidating how and why social media 
matters in American tween girls’ experiences of living in physical and digi-
tal worlds.

The Body
What are the contemporary social conditions of tween girlhoods in the Unit-
ed States today, and how did they come to be? These questions begin with the 
body. The body has long been theorized as a critical entity and a useful tool in 
the negotiation of public life and within identity discourses (Bobel and Kwan 
2019; Bordo 1993; Douglas 1970; Foucault 1976; Giovanelli and Ostertag 
2009). The body can be understood as 1) a sociocultural and historical phe-
nomenon and conduit of social/cultural meaning and value, and 2) an active 
participant in the social world and agent that may create change (Reischer and 
Koo 2004). Tween girls doing digital performances of their bodies through 
selfies, videos, or other content creation on social media become meaningful 
cultural texts that reveal much about contemporary American girlhoods.

French social theorist Michel Foucault defines biopower as “an explosion 
of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies 
and the control of populations” (1976:140). Mechanisms of control by state 
institutions manage and regulate entire populations of bodies to produce 
docile bodies, which may be “subjected, used, transformed, and improved” 
(1976:136). For Foucault, the modern power of social institutions is enacted 
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to produce and normalize bodies toward serving hegemonic ideologies of 
dominance and deviance. Via the theory of the panopticon, bodies self-reg-
ulate through self-surveillance.

Additionally, the proliferation of neoliberalism beyond the economic 
realm and across a wide swath of social and cultural mechanisms bolsters 
contemporary expectations of how bodies are supposed to produce, repro-
duce, self-regulate, discipline, and perform (Adamson 2017; Rose 1999; Rot-
tenberg 2018). The discipline of the body by the self that inhabits the body 
maintains power relations and protects the status quo. Power, according to 
Foucault, is not a top-down effect but rather a noncentralized force, neither 
intrinsically acquired or kept but negotiated in dynamic relationships of push 
and pull, power and resistance. Foucault’s theories of biopower and docile 
bodies remain salient in historicizing and theorizing the social, cultural, and 
political functions and constraints of female/feminine/femme bodies.

In the latter half of the twentieth century, Western feminist theorists such 
as Sandra Lee Bartky (1988) and Susan Bordo (1993) took up Foucault’s no-
tions of docile bodies and the self-governing subject, filtering them through 
a lens of gendered oppression. Female and feminine bodies are regulated in 
ways distinct from male and masculine bodies and arguably to a more ex-
treme degree, contributing to greater sustained and systemic gender-based 
oppressions (Diamond and Quinby 1988; King 2004; Reischer and Koo 2004; 
Weitz 2010). Throughout the twentieth century, the female/feminine body 
was theorized primarily by way of the reproductive framework, the corpo-
real project of achieving and maintaining a stringent standard of beauty, 
and the Madonna-Whore myth. Cultural constructions of beauty and ideal 
femininity remain principal sites of understanding how gender is performed 
or achieved, extending to sociopolitical ideas surrounding female/feminine 
sexual subjectivities. These constructions reproduce corporeal hierarchies 
that become more complex when taking an intersectional approach, consid-
ering race, size, ability, age, and other facets of identity.

Gender is read by others as a successful achievement when the body in 
question is performing prescribed ideas of masculinity or femininity in a 
context of cis-het normativity (Bartky 1988; Butler 1990; Westbrook and 
Schilt 2014; West and Zimmerman 1987). To be effectively read as a woman 
or girl, the self is responsible for disciplining the body via White-centered 
Western colonialist constructions of body and beauty work that include (but 
are not limited to) using cosmetics or makeup, wearing acceptably feminine-
coded clothing, removing virtually all body hair, wearing head hair long and 
straight or wavy rather than short, curly, or kinky, using small gestures and 
appropriate vocal timbre, and intensely regulating body size toward a thin 
imperative.
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The Power of the Feminine
But where there is power, there is resistance. Female and feminine bodies 
across intersecting identities are remarkable sites of cultural meaning making, 
sites where exchanges of power, resistance, violence, and change are made 
legible over time. Within the canon of body politics, which demonstrates the 
myriad ways bodies facilitate and mediate lived experiences and navigate a 
dynamic push-pull between social control and personal agency and auton-
omy, feminist theory and scholarship has established the inherent power of 
female and feminine bodies (Bordo 1993; Bobel and Kwan 2011; Doyle 2019; 
Erdman Farrell 2011; Griffith 2004; Weitz and Kwan 2013).

Author Sady Doyle writes that “men define humanity, and women, in-
sofar as they are not men, are not human. Thus, women must necessarily be 
put under male control—and to the extent that we resist this control, we are 
monstrous” (2019:xiii). The feminine has been conceptualized against the 
masculine; that which is not masculine or is a lack of masculine (see Beau-
voir 1949 and Irigaray 1985) exists as a threat to cis-hetero, patriarchal social 
order because it is earthbound, closer to nature, uncontainable, difficult to 
control in its excess and spectacle, and a provocation to sexual temptation 
and all other manner of sin.

The Madonna-Whore myth warrants ongoing critique for its exacting de-
pictions of female and feminine sexualities and of women as either pure/
chaste/good or promiscuous/loose/bad. There are endless representations and 
renditions of the power and threat of the female and feminine, as both object 
and subject. Societally speaking, we create the desirable feminine object and 
fear the desirous feminine subject but discipline and regulate both. Female 
and feminine identifying and presenting people have historically been pun-
ished for displaying deviance from socially prescribed norms. 

Pandora opens the box. Eve eats the apple and unleashes sin on the world. 
Lesbians during the feminist second wave were deemed by figureheads of the 
movement such as Betty Friedan as the “lavender menace,” considered “tox-
ic” to the mainstream, assimilationist, liberal feminist agenda. Transgender 
women have been pathologized, policed, and targeted, often experiencing 
heightened surveillance, violence, and hostility within feminist spaces, so 
much so that contemporary lexicon includes the acronym TERF (trans-ex-
clusionary radical feminist). Tropes of femininity out of control include the 
heavily (and falsely) racialized figure of the welfare queen who lives in excess 
and cheats the state for personal gain (Demby 2013); Glenn Close as the ter-
rifyingly incorrigible Alexandra Forrest in Fatal Attraction (1987); Hillary 
Rodham Clinton, wearing a pantsuit and using powerful political rhetoric, 
called a criminal, vilified, and openly despised; Kathy Bates’s naked, aging, 
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fat body in About Schmidt (2003); the problematic spectacle and entertain-
ment of Black men playing fat, Black, and often hypersexualized women in 
movies and on television—Big Shirley on Martin (1992), Eddie Murphy as 
Rasputia in Norbit (2007), and Tyler Perry as Mabel “Madea” Simmons (mul-
tiple films); the manipulative bitch; the psycho lesbian; the femme fatale. These 
tropes of femininity out of control are reproduced time and again, reinforcing 
the Madonna-Whore myth and demonstrating the downfall of the woman 
(or girl) who steps out of line. To counter the threat of the excess, powerful 
female and feminine bodies are disciplined in multiple ways.

Within a neoliberal, postfeminist, consumer feminist landscape, women 
and girls are themselves complicit in engaging with an oppressive capitalist 
system of female subordination that sells and promises individually realized 
empowerment and confidence via consumption but ultimately reinforces per-
petual self-regulation, discipline, and bodily improvement. The body remains 
the project, the most important project, for achieving successful femininity, 
even with the contemporary resurgence of popular feminism (Banet-Weiser 
2018; Orgad and Gill 2022; Rottenberg 2018).

In 2020, a video of celebrity actress turned activist-politician Cynthia 
Nixon reciting Camille Rainville’s poem “Be a Lady They Said” went viral. 
The poem, originally written and posted on Rainville’s personal blog in 2017, 
chronicles an exhausting thicket of contradictory directives set forth for one 
to follow to be a lady. An excerpt from the poem reads as follows:

Be a lady they said. . . . [Tuck] your tummy. Thin your thighs. Tone 
your calves. Perk up your boobs. Look natural. Be yourself. Be genuine. 
Be confident. You’re trying too hard. You look overdone. Men don’t 
like girls who try too hard.

Standards of feminine beauty in the United States are context driven and pli-
ant (Howard 2018; Stearns 2002; Walker 2007). The relationship between con-
sumer and consumable is dynamic, and the current ethos of celebrating in-
ternal and real beauty and promoting body acceptance and self-love is, on 
the surface, most welcome. The 2023 Barbie movie, directed by Greta Ger-
wig, brings the paradoxes of contemporary American womanhood to the big 
screen, inciting a great deal of public cultural conversation about (a particu-
lar brand of) feminism, gently taking stringent gendered scripts to task, and 
mocking the patriarchy and toxic masculinity. Yet Barbie could hardly be 
expected to disrupt structures such as White supremacy, imperialism, and 
capitalism, the continued existence of which are bound up together and con-
tingent on the ongoing oppression of women and girls; the film was, after all, 
sponsored by Mattel.
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On closer inspection, the present-day championing of body positivity and 
self-love within mainstream “femvertising” (Abitbol and Sternadori 2016; 
Becker-Herby 2016; Varghese and Kumar 2022) insidiously distracts from 
larger structural inequities, precludes radical transformation, and serves only 
to bolster an amoral, capitalist bottom line that cannot create any tangible 
disruption to oppressive systems as they stand. Even as we see increased rep-
resentation of different identities in popular media (e.g., a fat Barbie, a trans 
femme Barbie, a Black Barbie who is also president) and emphasis on body 
inclusivity and broader acceptance, body positivity remains a capitalistic de-
vice divested from radical and revolutionary roots of self-care championed 
by Black queer feminist thinkers and organizers. As author, fat liberationist, 
and abolitionist Da’Shaun L. Harrison writes of Black liberation and anti-
Black violence in particular, “What is the utility of ‘body positivity’ if it only 
seeks to provide one with a false sense of confidence rather than to liberate 
all from that which cages the body?” (2021:2).

The Racialized Feminine, the “Othered” Body
Black female and feminine bodies have historically been characterized by 
excess and represented as hypersexual and “out of control” (Hill Collins 1990; 
hooks 1992; Weitz 2010). The Mammy figure (the dark-skinned, fat, Black, 
feminine caretaker), on the other hand, manifests excess through care for 
White children—an unending flow of love and labor that serves the interest 
of White families, controlled via invisibility of her own family life and in-
terests. The Mammy is nonthreatening, nonsexual, and poses no danger or 
imposition to the White woman as a potential object of sexual desire for the 
White man (Bogle 2001). The enduring design of White supremacy seeks to 
shrink and eradicate feminine Blackness out of fear of Black liberation and 
abundance. Anti-Black racism and colorism (privileging lighter-skinned mem-
bers of a particular racial or ethnic group) also bolster misogynoir (Bailey 
2021), a particular animus toward Black women and girls.

Whiteness has been and remains the feminine ideal of beauty, even as 
phenomena such as “Blackfishing” (Balanda 2020; Cherid 2021) become more 
common among young, White, cisgender female influencers on social media. 
White women and girls engage in the politics of featurism, co-opting ele-
ments of Black and Brown beauty and embodiment and benefiting from those 
elements (whether in terms of social capital or material capital), yet the en-
during privilege of Whiteness shields them from racialized oppression. Skin 
lightening markets worldwide are only growing (BusinessWire 2022). Fea-
turism becomes more prominent as increased emphasis is placed on having 
curves in the right places. Lip injections, brow threading, and waist training 
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are all highly popular modes of beauty work (London 2021). Somewhere 
around 2014, the Brazilian butt lift (BBL) rapidly became a sought-after cos-
metic surgery, especially among wealthy White women (Jennings 2021), and 
as rumors circulated that Kim Kardashian had had butt fillers removed, con-
versations abounded on social media surrounding the downfall of the BBL 
moment and a new era of slimmed-down backsides (Rodriguez-Garcia 2023). 
The target moves once again.

Per the theory of the beauty myth (Wolf 2002), as gender relations change 
over time and (certain) women and girls gain greater access to power and 
resources, ideals of feminine aesthetics become increasingly narrow. The al-
ready elusive ideal of femininity becomes more elusive (Bordo 1993). Even 
with a hiked, prevailing emphasis on loving your body, a notably swollen wave 
of body-positive social media content, and woke brand femvertising, the so-
cial and aesthetic capital that come with embodied privilege surrounding 
proximity to Whiteness, thinness, youth, able-bodiedness, and cis-hetness 
remain striking. The body of a female pop star may fit the bill of the ideal 
feminine if she is thin and toned, but the line between toned and muscular is 
tenuous indeed, and it can be exceptionally easy to cross constructed bor-
ders into deviant embodiment. Heightened public discourse and pop culture 
attention on the appeal of curvy or “slim thicc” women complicate notions 
of the ideal feminine, and White women are disproportionately rewarded for 
embodying historically and traditionally Black and Brown corporeal char-
acteristics (hooks 1992; Mosley and Biernat 2021). We need look no further 
than the Kardashian empire and how it has collectively capitalized on ev-
erything from detoxes, diets, and cosmetic surgeries to culturally appropri-
ated hairstyles, lip plumper, waist trainers, shapewear, and the rise and fall 
of the Brazilian butt lift.

The thin imperative for female and feminine bodies is inextricably bound 
up with White supremacy (Strings 2019). The well-established moral code 
of bodies in the West—the code of which bodies are deemed good and wor-
thy and which are deemed bad and in need of correction—is the result of 
historical differentiation between Whiteness and Blackness (Harrison 2021; 
Strings 2019); the conflation of thinness with goodness; the emphasis on youth 
as worthy of celebration and admiration; the separation, isolation, and invis-
ibility of people with disabilities; the proliferation of mass media channels; 
the rise of the global marketplace, novel modes of consumption, and late cap-
italist neoliberalism; and the onset of new digital technologies. The hierarchy 
of bodies that privileges Whiteness, thinness, ability, youth, cis-het norma-
tivity, and wealth is legitimated in confluence with increased economic, so-
cial, and political opportunities for women, as well as an emphasis on con-
sumerism and the onset of neoliberal economic principles during the Reagan 
and Clinton eras of the 1980s and 1990s (Eisenstein 2010; Erdman Farrell 
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2011; Rottenberg 2018). It is no accident that the commercial diet industry in 
the United States absolutely exploded while the women’s liberation movement 
was gaining substantial ground in the 1970s, seeing success in policy chang-
es and widespread recognition of feminist organizing around a White, lib-
eral feminist agenda fixed on institutional assimilation and gender equality.

Achieving standards of feminine beauty is a direct conduit to female and 
feminine power within a White supremacist, capitalist, imperialist patriarchy 
(hooks 1981; hooks 1984)—arguably the most direct. The empowered wom-
an of the 1980s and 1990s was playing by the rules of a man’s world, and post-
feminist sensibility became prominent alongside the underground, counter-
culture sensibility and intersectional emphasis of the feminist third wave 
(Crenshaw 1989; Walker 1992). In rendering the body an individual neolib-
eral project that promises personal empowerment via consumption toward 
self-improvement and confidence (Orgad and Gill 2022), women are effec-
tively curbed from external pursuits of power, structural transformation, and 
collective liberation as they focus inward on corporeal concerns and funda-
mentally participate in their own oppression from the inside out. 

Already privileged female and feminine bodies (White, cis, thin, able-
bodied) that quite literally demonstrate personal responsibility, regulation, 
and self-surveillance achieve more social capital, which translates into in-
creased success in various social institutions and processes such as college 
admissions, workplace advancement, far-reaching representation in all forms 
of media, and heightened respect in the political realm. Meanwhile, female 
and feminine bodies set apart from the White, cis, thin, young, able-bodied 
ideal are subject to increased scrutiny, policing, discipline, exploitation, and 
violence. And all the antithetical, impossible expectations associated with 
the ongoing gendered, raced, and classed neoliberal body project certainly 
extend to tween girls as well.

Tween Girlhoods and the Body Project
Tween girls across identity categories have historically experienced psycho-
social conditioning leading to lower self-worth, low self-efficacy, and body 
dissatisfaction. This conditioning begins early in life and often carries into 
adulthood. Negative body image, increased risk of disordered eating prac-
tices, and focus on appearance enjoy decades-old recognition as being nor-
mal parts of growing up as a girl in the United States (Brown and Gilligan 
1992; Brumberg 1997; Hesse-Biber 2006; Orenstein 2016; Pipher 1994). The 
culturally constructed crisis of negative body image among female adoles-
cents is both born out of the limited social and political power of girls in the 
United States and reified by it. Disordered eating practices and other elements 
of self-harm such as cutting are all too common in the body narratives of 
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tween girls (Adler and Adler 2011; Bordo 1993; Hesse-Biber 2006; Leaf and 
Schrock 2011). 

Negative body image and body dissatisfaction carry over into the matter 
of sexuality, with the simultaneous virginal/hypersexual, Madonna-Whore 
myth of American girlhood and womanhood rendering the navigation of 
authentic sexual subjectivities exceedingly complex for tween girls. As Jack-
son and Vares write, 

In late capitalist societies femininity has become an even more “im-
possible space” for girls and young women to occupy under contra-
dictory postfeminist conditions where apparent sexual freedoms, 
amongst others, are clawed back by abiding middle-class respectable 
femininity and the regulatory discourse of the slut (2015:83). 

The hypersexualization of young women in popular media fundamentally 
contributes to the continued, shared cultural imaginary of female adolescent 
body dissatisfaction as a foregone conclusion in tween girls’ body narratives 
(Egan 2013). This hypersexualization of girls’ bodies also substantiates pub-
lic anxiety surrounding female adolescent sexualities and contributes to the 
cyclical nature of gendered moral panics and the reproduction of gendered 
social control (Buckingham et al. 2010; Renold and Ringrose 2013; Thiel-
Stern 2014).

The adultification of Black girls (especially those in lower socioeconomic 
circumstances) within White supremacist systems has functioned to make 
Black girlhoods invisible or, at the very least, obscured in broader social and 
scholarly imaginings (Morris 2015; Stokes 2007; Toliver 2018; Wade 2019a). 
Representations across media landscapes reify racialized, controlling images 
of Black girls as being too much or causing trouble, marring the intersec-
tions and intricacies of growing up as both Black and girl (Nunn 2018; Ro-
sario, Minor, and Rogers 2021). As Black girlhood studies scholar Dominique 
Hill writes, “Blackgirls’ bodies do not operate as their own and are tattooed 
by historical tropes and cultural expectations” (2019:278). Too often, Black 
womanhood and Black girlhood are conflated or mapped onto each other 
in linear or monolithic ways, belying a reality of varied Black girlhoods, em-
bodiments, and ways of being. Ashleigh Greene Wade writes in her work on 
Black girlhoods and digital media production that “marking Black Girlhood 
Studies theory as its own epistemological framework avoids conflating girl-
hood and womanhood and superimposing Black women’s experiences onto 
those of Black girls” (2019a:14). 

Regarding girlhood embodiments and disability, Deborah Stienstra (2015) 
implores us to consider girls with disabilities as integral to ongoing knowl-
edge building within girlhood studies. Disability studies and girlhood studies 
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scholar Sarah Hill clarifies this point, emphasizing that “disability is often 
framed as a problem or lack, and that experiences of disability for girls ap-
pear to trump or silence other experiences, such as those of sex and gender, 
and the intersections that exist between these” (2017:114). Furthermore, as 
Susan Wendell suggests, 

The biological and the social are interactive in creating disability. . . . 
Societies that are physically constructed and socially organized with 
the unacknowledged assumption that everyone is healthy, non-dis-
abled, young but adult, shaped according to cultural ideals, and, often, 
male, create a great deal of disability through sheer neglect of what 
most people need in order to participate fully in them (1997:106). 

Girls have been theorized as disabled by virtue of their existence in patriar-
chal societies (Young 2005). The subtleties of embodied and lived experiences 
across identities for girls with disabilities remain woefully underexplored, 
especially as disability itself can be understood as socially constructed, vast, 
and context specific. In the United States, girls with disabilities continue to 
lack significant, meaningful representation in public and popular media, 
frequently marked as nonsexual or without sexual agency and subjectivity, 
and presumed to be perpetually child-like in character and interests.

We still have very little empirical scholarship on the experiences of trans, 
gender queer, and nonbinary girls. Indeed, nonbinary gender identity and 
expression are often coded as masculine, and nonbinary femme people are 
often attributed cisgender identities even as they do not identify in this way. 
Existing literature on experiences of trans youth tends to put youth togeth-
er into one category, without due attention to specificities of gender identity 
and expression (Cavalcante 2016; Craig et al. 2015; Horak 2014; Jenzen 2017; 
Laukkanen 2007; Raun 2016). Additionally, recent attacks on transgender 
youth across the United States, especially surrounding gender-affirming care, 
support, and resources as well as participation in social arenas such as school 
sports and athletics, have not only served to perpetuate violence and harm 
against trans girls but also bolstered the image of the White, cisgender girl 
being robbed, her opportunities for empowerment and success contingent 
on the exclusion of trans girls and cis BIPOC girls. Media studies scholar 
Jennifer McClearen (2023) is contributing important and novel framings to 
this area of inquiry.

Only in recent years have we seen more visible, concentrated emphasis 
on producing media content for tween girls across intersecting identities 
that employs popular discursive strategies such as body positivity, self-love, 
personal empowerment, and confidence (Banet-Weiser 2018; Orgad and Gill 
2022), but this content is notably raced and classed. Much popular visual me-



44  / C hapter 2

dia is still underrepresenting or misrepresenting and stereotyping people in 
minority groups, especially in relation to race, ethnicity, nationality, gender 
identity, sexuality, size, and disability (Rogers et al. 2021)—more reason why 
tween girls’ self-representations on social media can disrupt enduring and 
harmful tropes that offer little to no nuance or specificity across and within 
girlhood identities (Bailey 2021; Hill 2017; Wade 2019a).

Even with increased public attention to girls and somewhat more com-
plex representations of girlhoods in contemporary American media, a tween 
girl’s body, and what she does with it (or what may be done to it), still too 
often defines who and what a girl is and, moreover, what society expects her 
to be. Much of the knowledge required to become a successful feminine subject 
(dress, beauty work, body size regulation, consumption, etc.) is learned, ne-
gotiated, and implemented during adolescence, coming into tween girlhood 
as a social and cultural status, consumer group, and liminal space between 
childhood and adulthood (Banet-Weiser 2014; Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 
2009; García-Gómez 2018; Harris 2004b; Kennedy 2018; McRobbie 1990). 
These negotiations and implementations are entangled with aspects of iden-
tity including race, ethnicity, size, ability, and gender expression. Certain mark-
ers of tween girlhood can be recognized and emphasized across identities, 
but how a tween girl’s body and behavior is understood, surveilled, and po-
liced depends greatly on how she is categorized—as a can-do girl or an at-
risk girl (Harris 2004a), as prude or promiscuous, innocent or unruly. Social 
conditioning and disciplining of girls rely on the continual construction and 
reproduction of an elusive feminine ideal, and girls are expected to maintain 
pursuit of that ideal over the course of their entire lives or face the conse-
quences of subversion and resistance.

Girls, however, have historically been pretty spectacular at challenging the 
status quo, both publicly and privately, from embodied resistances to launch-
ing protests (Kahn 2023a). There is a distinct and crucial difference between 
what girls’ empowerment is manufactured to look like via individual con-
sumption (i.e., “The Future Is Female!”) versus what it can look like in prac-
tice. But what has become strategically more complex and confusing in recent 
years is how the feminine ideal of successful girlhood in the United States 
has become directly tied to empowerment narratives, confidence culture, and 
consumption (Banet-Weiser 2018; Kennedy and Coulter 2018; Favaro 2017; 
Orgad and Gill 2022). The decades-long cultural model of “Girl Power!” en-
dures and makes it seem as though tween girls today have every opportunity 
laid before them, like they are valued beyond what their bodies look like 
and what makes them attractive to boys and men. And indeed, we are queer-
ing girlhoods (Brickman 2019; Driver 2007; Gonick 2006; Kearney 2011; 
Monaghan 2016). We are starting to see a broader range of tween girl bodies 
in representation. Even in the midst of significant social and political change 
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and greater recognition of the power and agency of tween girls across identi-
ties, the reality remains that notions of “Girl Power!” are discordantly bound 
up with a society that insists on playing by patriarchal, White supremacist, 
classist, cis-het normative rules, and all the woke femvertising and emphasis 
on individual empowerment (i.e., improvement) do little to disrupt and sub-
vert these power structures.

Contemporary “Girl Power!”—expressly related to a resurgence in pop-
ular feminism and consumer feminism—positions the body as not only a proj-
ect but a marketed product, particularly with the continued growth of social 
media and emphasis on digital corporeal expression and visibility in recent 
years (Banet-Weiser 2018; Brumberg 1997; Orenstein 2016; Zeisler 2016). Post-
feminist digital culture (Shields Dobson 2015) complicates the tween girl 
subject—who and what a girl is supposed to be (Kennedy 2018) and how she 
is supposed to behave. And until the onset of social media at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century and tween girls’ prolific use of these platforms, 
narratives of girlhood in the United States were understood primarily via 
recognizable tropes depicted in public and popular media.

Princesses, Mean Girls, and Troubled Teens
In a 2004 review of the teen smash film Sleepover, famed movie critic Roger 
Ebert wrote, “I take it as a rule of nature that all American high schools are 
ruled by a pack of snobs, led by a supremely confident young woman who is 
blonde, superficial, catty, and ripe for public humiliation” (Ebert 2007). The 
trope of the popular girl, placed on a pedestal while covertly disdained pre-
cisely because of her enviable status, has occupied popular culture and the 
American public imagination for decades (Oppliger 2013). The popular girl 
is both villain and superhuman, the simultaneously loved and hated version 
of the feminine ideal (Blaikie 2018). She is most often White, definitely thin, 
certainly able-bodied, generally wealthy, and absolutely heterosexual. She 
hovers between girlhood and womanhood and is afforded privileges of both. 
She is sexually active, or at minimum assumed to be sexually active by her 
peers. Above all else, she is pretty, sexy, and embodies ideal beauty, and in-
deed her popularity is rendered impossible without the celebration of her 
aesthetic. The popular girl trope is the classic case of the media perpetuating 
the hypersexualization of girls while reifying the cultural anxiety of girls los-
ing their presumed innocence (Vares, Jackson, and Gill 2011).

In her seminal work on Black feminist thought and intersections of in-
stitutional oppression, Patricia Hill Collins conceptualizes controlling im-
ages as “designed to make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of social 
injustice appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of everyday life” 
(1990:69). Mainstream media and popular culture generate controlling im-
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ages of discernible girl character tropes that are geared toward tween girl audi-
ences but also influence the broader public imagination of who a girl is or 
should be. Girl characters across film and television are notably represented 
as older and frequently portrayed by older actresses (Smith et al. 2017). Girl-
hood and media studies scholar Sarah Projansky writes that 

Girls who are large, differently abled, queer, of color, and/or poor; make 
“bad” or “dangerous” choices; feel depressed; or even just act silly (1) 
simply do not exist in media culture; or (2) appear in marginalized 
representations, on the periphery, with sidekick status; or (3) popu-
late ubiquitous disparaging, disdainful, anxious, and/or protectionist 
depictions that shore up a narrow version of acceptable girlhood: the 
impossibly high-achieving heterosexual white girl who plays sports, 
loves science, is gorgeous but not hyper-sexual, is fit but not too thin, 
learns from her (minor) mistakes, and certainly will change the world 
someday (2014:1).

Some of these well-trodden but persistent tropes include the popular mean 
girl and the funny, quirky, often “ugly” girl who ultimately triumphs in love 
(and therefore life), but usually only after a makeover and almost always in 
a context of heterosexual romance. There are reality tropes of teen mothers, 
bad girls, and other girlhood “cautionary tales” specifically marked by raced 
and classed connotations. These enduring tropes align with the competing 
cultural models of innocent girls who need protection and “Girl Power!”

Only in the most recent years has popular media produced films and tele-
vision series targeting teens that might swerve from conventional narratives 
and champion storylines of the underdog. In those representations, however, 
the girl in question can only be diverse in her representation along one inter-
section of identity at a time. If she is fat, she is White and able-bodied (Sierra 
Burgess Is a Loser, 2018; Dumplin’, 2018). If she is non-White, she is thin and 
otherwise traditionally pretty or viewed as a model minority (To All the Boys 
I’ve Loved Before, 2018). If she is queer, she is thin and femme presenting (Crush, 
2022). Narratives of physical disability in popular media are tremendously 
rare, and it is exceptionally difficult to find a film or series that positions a 
girl with a physical disability as the protagonist or romantic lead (and most 
often, able-bodied actors inhabit these roles) (Smith et al. 2017). Invisible dis-
abilities such as anxiety, depression, or chronic pain, just to name a few, may 
be represented in girlhood narratives in popular media but are often not crit-
ically, politically, or relationally positioned as disabilities; they are rather 
shown as dramatized gendered afflictions that are the fault of the individu-
al girl in question and/or situated as tragic. 
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More dramatic series of late, including the revamped Gossip Girl (2021), 
Pretty Little Liars (2010), Riverdale (2017), 13 Reasons Why (2017), and Eupho-
ria (2019), feature thin, White, rich teenage girls with trendy clothing involved 
in devastating mishaps with drugs, sex, betrayed friendships, criminal be-
havior, suicide, and intimate violence. These dramatic representations of teen-
age girls demonstrate the hypervisibility of the oversexualized girl set against 
the middle-class norm of appropriate (hetero)sexuality (Renold and Ringrose 
2011; Rossie 2015).

Given their Whiteness, cis-ness, heteronormativity, classism, and able-
ism, these tropes reify the image of the can-do girl and uphold the innocent 
girls in need of protection cultural model. Set against them are different girl 
tropes that reify the “Girl Power!” model, all intrinsically entangled with pop-
ular feminisms, consumer culture, and the empowerment marketplace for 
tween girls. In the last decade or so, corporations such as Disney have cre-
ated strong female protagonists such as Merida from Brave (2012), Elsa and 
Anna from Frozen (2013) and Frozen II (2019), and Moana from Moana (2016). 
These female characters are all animated and created without the primary 
heteronormative end goal of marriage to a prince (an important departure 
from representations in the past), yet they are marketed alongside every other 
character produced by the Disney machine, whether villain, victim, or vic-
tor. The challenges they face relate to being different and going against the 
grain while having extreme privilege as royal princesses positioned within 
fantasy. They are represented as traditionally pretty, thin, able, and generally 
constructed within conventional notions of ideal femininity even as they be-
come empowered by overcoming individualized obstacles. While these char-
acters prioritize internal traits such as goodness, fairness, and following your 
heart, these traits are channeled and made legible through the characters’ 
conventionally desirable appearances. Historically, goodness has been rep-
resented via beauty, Whiteness, and thinness, and evilness via ugliness, fat-
ness, Blackness, and deformity (Alter et al. 2016; Erdman Farrell 2011; hooks 
1992; Laine Talley 2014). The empowerment marketplace targeting tween 
girls, “Girl Power!” and popular feminist rhetoric, and contemporary rep-
resentations of girls in mass media and popular culture have all contributed 
to shaping an era in which girls are positioned in a very specific way—at the 
nexus between empowerment and disempowerment.

Postfeminism, Popular Feminism, and “Girl Power!”
The past two decades have produced feminist scholarship centered on gen-
der, power, and the neoliberal characterization of the relationship between 
them (Banet-Weiser 2018; Gill and Scharff 2011; McRobbie 2008; Tasker and 
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Negra 2007; Zeisler 2016). Postfeminism has given way to a resurgence of pop-
ular feminism, and we cannot dismiss how much consumption and empha-
sis on individualism play into the contemporary feminist landscape. Post-
feminism endures as a framework for understanding a social epoch defined 
by individual identity, empowerment via consumption, and performing fem-
ininity (and now feminism) in ways that align with hegemonic gender ex-
pressions. Where postfeminism rendered feminist principles common sense 
and thus no longer necessary to fight for, resurgence of popular feminism 
has put second wave feminist principles of fairness and equality squarely in 
the spotlight. But that spotlight signals feminist identity for purchase. Peo-
ple can still march for what they believe in, but now more than ever, they 
can also purchase and wear something mass produced that demonstrates a 
feminist belief system on the body, literally. Gonick et al. write,

While girl power emerged within the economic, socio-political con-
text of the 1990s where girls could be active, in the 2000s they are 
now expected/demanded to be fully self-actualized neoliberal sub-
jects. However, the constraints of heteronormative white ableist fem-
ininity are also firmly entrenched, though not necessarily in exactly 
the same old versions. Herein lies the paradox that underpins depo-
liticized notions of agency and girl power; girls are still bound by the 
body and sexual difference (2009:2).

Demonstrative of this paradox is how tween girls can readily articulate “Girl 
Power!” ideology (something that revealed itself time and again in my in-
terviews) and wear these messages on their clothing while still experiencing 
limited economic, cultural, and political freedoms and internalizing protec-
tionist discourses that manifest in tween girls policing their own, as well as 
other girls’, behaviors, whether online or in physical space. The tween girls 
I interviewed judiciously recognized these contradictions and constraints, 
taking in much of the adult-centered fear and anxiety related to their bodies 
and sexualities and frequently expressing annoyance toward the expectations 
projected onto them to look and behave in certain ways, especially because, 
in their view, tween boys are not subject to the same kind of expectations.

As Bulger et al. find in their 2021 report The Missing Middle: Reimagin-
ing a Future for Tweens, Teens, and Public Media, “tweens and teens are ac-
customed to having a great deal of control in how and when and where they 
express themselves online. By contrast, when they encounter content that is 
developed by adults without youth input, it often strikes them as perpetuat-
ing stereotypes about teens or as being out of touch” (6). Tweens desire more 
authentic representation of their experiences from public media, but public 
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and popular media are often stereotyped and may not land with tween audi-
ences as intended. One way around this? Tween girls make the media them-
selves.

Tween Girls Go Digital
Tween girls making themselves visible on social media is now a central part 
of the extant body project. Shields Dobson writes that “scholars of girlhood 
and culture have theorized the kind of youthful ‘new femininities’ that have 
come to prevail as centered around energy, vitality, capacity, and entrepre-
neurial spirit, along with public visibility and self-exposure” (2015:159). For 
tween girls, visibility on social media has become paramount to self-expres-
sion, and to facilitate the call to be visible, routine digital participation has 
become the norm for a large majority of American tween girls. An interest-
ing element that makes tween girl social media participation especially dif-
ficult to pin down in terms of broader implications and potential impacts is 
that girls under the age of thirteen are not technically allowed to be on social 
media platforms, as invoked by federal law (COPPA) and platform policies, 
yet these rules are not strictly enforced. Tween girls are a simultaneously 
hypervisible/invisible demographic on social media platforms, in particular 
on platforms that hinge on visual content.

American youth are now living fluidly between offline and online spaces 
and engaging in self- and social development in ways specific to their gen-
eration (boyd 2014; Buckingham 2008; Farman 2012; Kennedy 2020; Palfrey 
and Gasser 2016). The transition from adolescence to adulthood and processes 
of becoming and embodying tween girlhoods are facilitated by social media 
participation. Social media is not set apart from reality for tween girls; it is 
their reality (Underwood and Ehrenreich 2017). They are building this real-
ity and participating in novel dimensions of what constitutes public space, 
using social media as a primary vehicle of communication.

Reckoning with the colossus social media has become, the social sciences 
are continually working out ways to effectively study social media platforms 
and other digital spaces (Lupton 2014; Marres 2017; Orton-Johnson and Prior 
2013; Selwyn 2019; Sloan and Quan-Haase 2016). Changes in platform pop-
ularity move fast, and we have barely scratched the surface of measuring the 
overall impact of social media on youth and at different intersections, ex-
ploring different variables. One recent study that looks across several large 
datasets to measure various elements of Internet use among youth finds very 
little impact, negative or otherwise, between digital technology use and ado-
lescent well-being (Orben and Przybylski 2019). A Pew Research report from 
2022 finds more of the same, with most respondents (ages thirteen to sev-
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enteen) indicating either a positive (32 percent) or neutral (59 percent) over-
all effect of social media in their lives and 9 percent reporting a negative effect 
(Anderson et al. 2022). 

Taking a more gendered approach, some topical studies suggest that there 
is no significant correlation between social media use and body dissatisfac-
tion (Burnette, Kwitowski, and Mazzeo 2017; Maes and Vandenbosch 2022). 
Still others indicate that it is the type of social media engagement and content 
that matters most in determining health outcomes for adolescents online 
(Markey and Daniels 2022; Steinsbekk et al. 2021). Two earlier Pew Research 
studies (Anderson and Jiang 2018a, 2018b) surveying American youth (ages 
thirteen to eighteen) on their feelings about social media find that young peo-
ple have mixed feelings about it, with most respondents indicating social me-
dia having a positive impact (31 percent) or neutral impact (45 percent) on 
their lives; 24 percent of respondents indicated it has a negative impact. It is 
interesting to see from the 2022 Pew Research study that the percentage of 
respondents reporting net negative impact dropped substantially, from 24 
percent to 9 percent. Further studies consider tweens and the specific matter 
of privacy on social media, finding mixed and nuanced results on its impor-
tance in how young people use and navigate platforms (De Leyn et al. 2021; 
Kim and Davis 2017; Shin, Huh, and Faber 2012).

By talking to tween girls about social media and analyzing examples of 
gendered embodied performances on YouTube, I seek to expand sociological 
knowledge of how the realities and complexities of new media cultures inter-
sect with the realities of tween girls’ coming of age in contemporary Amer-
ican society. Tween girls today toe an increasingly blurry line between ado-
lescence and adulthood and the physical and digital. Their experiences of 
“growing up girl” in online space and navigating those choppy waters in-
volve risk and opportunity, regulation and experimentation (Ringrose 2011). 
It is important to explore these subtleties of experience. As Shields Dobson 
writes,

The question of how and to what extent girls and women are able to 
challenge gendered representational conventions of visibility and the 
gaze via self-representation and other kinds of digital media produc-
tion within patriarchal and capitalist systems, is especially important 
to keep in mind in the context of widespread availability of media 
production technologies, and prominent calls toward visibility and 
self-exposure for girls and young women (2015:50).

This research expands on conceptualizations of gendered power relations 
and body politics through the lens of the digital, situating tween girls as the 
experts in their own digital narratives and exploring how online body per-
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formances reflect the competing cultural models of innocent girls who need 
protection and “Girl Power!” The reflection of social life for tween girls via 
social media participation is essential in conceptualizing and understanding 
contemporary American girlhoods. And because gender identities for wom-
en and girls are underpinned by work on and performance of the individu-
alized, neoliberal body project, the roles of the body and corporeal visibility 
on social media have become crucial to the theoretical and empirical inves-
tigation of American tween girlhoods today.



I meet Starr at her after-school program on a late November afternoon. 
When I arrive, Starr, a twelve-year-old Black girl with braided hair, an 
oversized T-shirt, and Nike sneakers, is shooting hoops with a group of 

friends in the gym. The club supervisor walks over to get her, and I hang back, 
watching as I wait for Starr to come over. The half dozen girls in the group 
interact with one another; they dance around, dribble and shoot the ball, play 
with each other, and take selfies. Each one either has a phone visible in her 
hand or hops off the court to check her phone every few moments.

A handful of minutes later, Starr comes bounding across the gym and 
shakes my hand, a big grin spread across her face. I can tell she is excited, and 
she tells me it is the first time she has ever gotten to do something like this, 
give an interview. Of the twenty-six girls I talk with over the course of con-
ducting my research, Starr is among the most forthcoming. During our in-
terview, she talks to me as though we have known each other for a long time. 
She tells me about her family, her friends at school, the track team she joined, 
and how she loves to read and write poetry. Part way through our conversa-
tion, I direct the topic toward social media.

KP: What kinds of social media sites are you on? 
STARR: Oh, I’m on Instagram and Snapchat, and sometimes I use You-

Tube to, like, watch and make videos and stuff.
KP: Do you go on social media a lot?
STARR: Yeah, I’m on it every day.

3

She Has the Juice 

Tween Girl Visibility and Social Capital on Social Media

“What makes you different might just be your greatest 
strength.” 

—Barbie  
Barbie in a Mermaid Tale, 2010
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KP: Can you tell me more about what you like to do on social media 
specifically?

STARR: Well, like on Snapchat, I can use funny filters, and I can text 
my friends. Because most of us don’t see each other all the time, 
so we can just snap each other, and we’re all good. So, Snapchat 
is about seeing those friends.

Without my prompting, Starr takes out her phone and shows me some of the 
Snapchat images she has sent to friends. There are selfies of all kinds, and 
Starr clearly enjoys using a variety of filters that change her appearance, es-
pecially the dog filter and flower crown filter. She puts text over a lot of the 
images she shares, mostly hashtags that use tween girl lexicon such as “#swag,” 
“#selfie,” “#icute,” and “#goals.” She is clearly adept at taking pictures on her 
phone, editing them, and sharing them with her chosen Snapchat circle.

KP: And what about Instagram? 
STARR: So, on Instagram you can post pictures, or like, you can take 

pictures, and you post them. And people can comment on them 
and like them. I get a lot of nice comments on what I post.

KP: How does that make you feel?
�Her eyes brighten and she laughs.
STARR: It makes me feel good!
KP: Can you tell me why?
STARR: Well, I think just because, if you post something, and some-

one likes it or wants to share it or something, it shows that I have 
done something good. Like, I made something that people like. 
I have posted something and good people like it. My friends like 
it . . . (pauses) [For] me, social media is a little, whole other world. 
Because no one knows who you are on the Internet.

Starr mostly uses social media to communicate with her friends, but she also 
sees the draw of social media as providing some semblance of anonymity, 
or at least the possibility of playing around with identity while creating and 
sharing content. For Starr, social media is a whole world, one in which she 
can control what she posts and where and play around with who she wants 
to be and how she wants to present herself.

Today, tween girls use social media as a tool to make themselves visible 
(Banet-Weiser 2015; Farrell 2022; Shields Dobson 2015). This visibility is un-
derscored by the conditions of tween girlhoods as paradoxical, operating in 
the liminal space between childhood and adulthood, public and private, and 
the innocent girls who need protection model and “Girl Power!” model. Tween 
girls are supposed to be responsible and protect themselves online, but they 



54  / C hapter 3

are also expected to make themselves visible, specifically in ways associated 
with successful or ideal girlhood. 

As Orgad and Gill argue (2022), seeking confidence and being confident 
are now so embedded in American culture for women that they are beyond 
reproach. Do we expect the same kinds of performances of confidence from 
tween girls? In some ways, yes. The “Girl Power!” cultural model is predi-
cated on empowerment as a consumer product and visibility as a conduit for 
empowerment for tween girls specifically. The thrust toward authenticity and 
girls being themselves has also found tremendous success in the marketplace. 
Barbie encapsulates this ethos in the 2010 film Barbie in a Mermaid Tale; she 
learns she is a mermaid, and though she faces challenges, in the end, her dif-
ference demonstrates her strength as she embraces who she truly is, saves 
Oceana, and wins the surfing competition. Disability and girlhood studies 
scholar Sarah Hill writes that “postfeminist girlhood increasingly calls on 
these seemingly confident girls to ‘make their private selves and “authentic” 
voices highly visible in public’ (Harris 2004:125), and as such, girls and young 
women are particularly prominent creators of, and participants in, socially 
mediated online content such as blogs and social networking sites” (2017:117). 

But when a tween girl presents herself as confident on social media via 
the digital girlhoods she creates, she may get bifurcated reactions that either 
bolster and affirm that confidence or view it as suspect. Indeed, when tween 
girls do not present themselves as suitably self-effacing, they may be read as 
attention seeking, roundly understood among tween girls to be a negative 
character trait. Is girlhood itself a process in which confidence can be built 
in earnest? How does tween as a consumer category factor into confidence 
building when girls are clearly being sold empowerment and a “be yourself” 
ideology but are routinely policed and sanctioned when they demonstrate 
confidence? What potential does social media have to disrupt the consump-
tion imperative toward the empowered self? Can the kind of confidence tween 
girls articulate feeling when they create digital content be separated from 
broader confidence culture (Banet-Weiser 2018; Orgad and Gill 2022)?

The tween girls I interviewed emphasize the importance of being able to 
exercise control over self-representations on social media, which helps en-
hance their self-esteem, build social capital, engage their interests such as art, 
dance, and computer coding, and associate their content and, thus, selves with 
those interests in digitally networked publics (boyd 2010). Content creation, 
and how and where to share the content they create, matters a lot to tween 
girls. They can reach audiences of myriad sizes by choosing to post content 
publicly, privately, or on specific platforms (e.g., YouTube vs. TikTok vs. Snap-
chat). They can play with identity and present themselves in different ways 
on different days if they choose, though this choice brings up questions of 
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surveillance and authenticity (explored in more depth in the next chapter). 
Tween girls also demonstrate creativity and humor with how they edit and 
share content.

Additionally, tween girls use social media in part to perform their bod-
ies in ways that both align with and resist conventional ideals of femininity 
and what it means to be a pretty girl. These nuances of body performance 
offer relevant insight into how tween girls balance contradictory expecta-
tions placed on their bodies in relation to protection, privacy, visibility, con-
fidence culture (Orgad and Gill 2022), aesthetic ideals of femininity, empow-
erment, resilience, and authenticity. Participating on social media platforms 
plays a significant role in how a girl sees herself, as well as the agency she feels 
in managing how others see her. In addition to control over self-representa-
tion being a boon for self-esteem, the tween girls I interviewed emphasize how 
visibility on social media is used to accumulate likes and followers, understood 
as a modern, meaningful form of social capital. These are virtual resources, 
a form of currency girls can accrue to gain visibility and recognition.

Tweendom is not only a consumer demographic but also a time marked 
by burgeoning interest in celebrity—yet another marker of the “growing up 
too fast” moral panic that presupposes and fears tween girls as on the cusp 
of becoming sexual, a fear that is not entirely misplaced, as young girls are 
routinely sexualized in all manner of media (Durham 2008; Jackson and Vares 
2015; Levin and Kilbourne 2008; Oppliger 2008; Renold and Ringrose 2011). 
My own interest in celebrity as a tween revolved around boy band phenomena 
such as NSYNC and the Backstreet Boys. I salivated over lead singers and 
giggled shamelessly with friends while we performed provocative dances in 
our bedrooms and basements. We took pictures of each other and of our-
selves with disposable cameras. We pored over 17 magazines, eager to emulate 
whatever trends we could. I felt myself awakened to something intangible 
but palpable when I watched Kate Winslet pose for Leonardo DiCaprio in the 
now iconic scene from the blockbuster film Titanic (1997). My friends and 
I fast-forwarded the VHS tape to that specific scene in the after-school hours 
before our parents came home from work. We were desperate to be teenag-
ers, to be seen as older. We were desperate to be seen. That propulsion toward 
visibility was my understanding of celebrity and why I felt drawn to it.

Becoming visible was rarefied air (Hamilton 2008; Jerslev 2016; Turner 
2004). It belonged not to the many but the few. It would be several more years 
until Myspace, my foray into online visibility and digitally networked publics, 
came out in 2003. Social media actuated a seismic shift in the politics of vis-
ibility, popular culture, and notions of celebrity, including the idea of “mi-
cro-celebrity” (Abidin 2018; Abidin 2020; Banet-Weiser 2017; Jerslev 2016; 
Marwick 2013b). Citing the work of Alice Marwick, Anne Jerslev writes, 
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A distinctive “Internet-enabled visibility” (Marwick 2013a:114), mi-
crocelebrity implies an online following but may, nevertheless, be 
micro in scope (Gamson 2011). Microcelebrity is, first and foremost, 
a particular online performance designed for self-branding, “the pre-
sentation of oneself as a celebrity regardless of who is paying atten-
tion” (Marwick 2013:114) (2016:5239). 

Microcelebrity can also be understood in conversation with the current ver-
nacular of the social media influencer (Bishop 2021).

Being Seen: Digital Girlhoods as Normal Routine
Along with the politics of microcelebrity, social capital, and gaining followers 
(explored in more depth in subsequent sections), social media participation 
and visibility have become routine, daily aspects of tween girls’ lives. Visibil-
ity on social media is complex and distinctly gendered. Politics of visibility 
are influenced by racialized identities, sexual expressions, and ability. There 
is risk and reward associated with visibility on social media for tween girls. 
They must navigate and negotiate protectionist discourses that manifest as 
both a fear for girls and a fear of girls while contending with the push for in-
dividual empowerment via online visibility.

The crucial difference between popular culture representations of tween 
girls and the content tween girls are creating online is that in the latter, tween 
girls themselves are doing the representing. Self-representation has always 
happened among the tween girl demographic, whether through diary en-
tries, art, music, or the subcultural fan zines of the girl-powered 1990s feminist 
third wave. But for the first time in history, girls and women are consuming, 
creating, and distributing content on online public platforms at higher rates 
than boys and men (Ahn 2011; Kennedy 2020; Salter 2016), and the matter 
of making content public is something that tween girls think about strategi-
cally. Bulger et al. write in their Missing Middle report that “tweens and teens 
fluently described deploying different apps for specific purposes and seam-
lessly moving across various media environments depending on their inter-
ests and needs” (2021:6).

Self-representation on social media has become exceptionally normal-
ized and is embedded in the daily routines of American tween girls. Many of 
the girls I interviewed are active on three, four, or more social media plat-
forms even though most were under thirteen years of age, the current legal 
minimum age required to create an account on these platforms. Circumvent-
ing COPPA restrictions, this demographic is among the most prolific when it 
comes to content creation and sharing online. Girls spoke emphatically about 
how social media punctuates their day-to-day lives, and they are not exactly 
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sure what they would do without it (Anderson et al. 2022; Bennett 2023; Vo-
gels, Gelles-Watnick, and Massarat 2022). Making digital girlhoods, whether 
selfies, videos, snaps to send to friends, pictures, stories, or TikToks, has be-
come a normal part of everyday life for tween girls. An aspect of this nor-
malization is certainly feeling a sense of fitting in and not wanting to be left 
out or miss anything (Barry et al. 2017; Schmuck 2021). Some of it seems re-
markably subconscious.

Each part of the day is ripe for documentation, from when a tween girl 
wakes up to when she gets ready for bed. I asked each girl I interviewed how 
much she posts on social media, and most post at least once a day, if not sev-
eral times, on various platforms. Some of the girls name strategies in how 
they think about what they post and where and how often depending on the 
platform in question (e.g., Instagram vs. Snapchat vs. Musical.ly). They closely 
consider what kind of audience they are posting for, whether a private group 
of friends or the broader public.

Noelle is a thirteen-year-old Black girl who loves nail art and wants to 
open her own salon one day. During our interview, she leans over the table 
to show me her Instagram account. Noelle explains to me the difference be-
tween a profile picture and new pictures posted on her account. She flips 
through photos she has posted to Instagram (many of them showing off in-
tricate nail art), and says,

See? I have a profile picture up here, and I can, like, edit things to show 
more stuff about me or not for the people that follow me. And I can 
change my profile picture. That’s what people see first if they come 
to my profile. And then you can post other pictures to your Instagram 
account, and if someone follows you, they can see what you post and 
like it or comment. You can decide whether you want someone to fol-
low you or not.

Noelle tells me how she can edit her profile and control what she puts out to 
her followers, offering and sharing content as she chooses. Profiles are spe-
cialized, unique glimpses into tween girl selves (boyd 2007; de Ridder and 
van Bauwel 2015; Farrell 2022; Herring and Kapidzic 2015). Tween girls choose 
specific profile names, pictures, and taglines that reflect their interests and 
demonstrate who they are, and they further shape self-representations through 
what they routinely post to their profiles (what would show up on a follower’s 
feed). Many of the girls I met took out their phones to show me exactly what 
they were talking about. I got a distinct sense of how tween girls’ social me-
dia participation is ingrained in daily routines.

Brooklyn is a tall and quiet thirteen-year-old Black girl I meet on a chilly 
October day. Unlike Starr, who was very open during our interview, Brook-
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lyn seems a bit hesitant at the beginning of our conversation. She becomes 
more animated when we start talking about selfies. A small smirk on her face, 
shrugging her shoulders, she says, 

BROOKLYN: I post a picture of myself every day. Just every day, every 
morning, I take a picture of myself and post it. I don’t know. It’s 
just what I do. 

KP: Why do you think you do that? 
BROOKLYN: Well, I just like to take pictures! (laughs) And I like my 

friends to see. [When] I take pictures on Snapchat, I save them to 
my phone, and then I post it on Snapchat, then I post it on In
stagram, then I post it on Facebook . . .

KP: Wow! So you post to a lot of different social media sites?
BROOKLYN: Yeah, I post the most stuff on Snapchat. Like, a lot 

throughout the day. On Instagram, I post stuff like twice a week 
and on Facebook twice a week.

I am struck by the seeming nonchalance that Brooklyn attaches to this 
part of her day. Brooklyn tells me that she likes talking to her friends over the 
course of the day, especially her friends who go to a different school. Posting 
on Snapchat is her way of communicating with that circle of friends, since 
she does not get to see them every day. She posts less on Instagram and Face-
book because she sees those sites as less intimate. On Snapchat, she shares 
content with her close friends almost constantly. They are hyperconnected 
throughout the day, and she knows exactly who she is sharing to. Managing 
relationships and facilitating communication with friends in physical net-
works is a meaningful shared motive among tween girls surrounding daily 
social media use and the production of digital girlhoods (Dunne, Lawlor, and 
Rowley 2010; Farrell 2022; Ging and O’Higgins Norman 2016; Wade 2019a).

Pepper, a White ten-year-old with thick-framed glasses and shaggy brown 
hair, wears a unicorn hoodie and fidgets her hands inside her sweatshirt pock-
et while we talk. She seems a bundle of pent-up energy, constantly moving 
her legs and shifting around in her chair. Even though she conveys a nervous 
energy, she seems clearly excited, even confident, in telling me about how 
she uses her social media accounts.

PEPPER: For Snapchat I usually post a lot of selfies with my brother 
and my sisters and stuff, and if we’re doing anything fun that day, 
like rollerblading, then I’ll post that. My baby brother is really 
cute, so I post a lot of selfies with him. And Instagram, like every 
day I post like one thing on average, and for Snapchat I post like 
two to three things on average.
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KP: What kinds of things do you post on Snapchat? 
PEPPER: If I see something funny, like a funny meme or something, 

I share that with my friends. Or I just take pictures of what I’m 
doing. I share what I’m interested in. If I’m doing something fun 
or cool, I share it so other people can see it.

Sierra, a shy Black girl age ten, talks quietly to me, her beaded braids dan-
gling in front of her eyes. She smiles more as our interview goes on, and when 
I ask about her daily social media use, she gives me the rundown of what she 
posts, on which platform, and how often. 

SIERRA: I post like five things a day on Musical.ly and like, twice a 
week on Instagram . . . [I] post singing videos, pictures of me, or 
pictures of something I went to. Or like, if there was something 
that looked really good that I ate, I would take a picture of it.

KP: What’s Musical.ly?1

SIERRA: There’s all these songs you can choose from. And you make 
these short videos where you sing along or dance along with the 
song and then post it. It’s kind of like Snapchat, but the video 
doesn’t disappear unless you delete it. It can be private or non-
private.

KP: Are your accounts private or do you make them public?
SIERRA: Mine is public. People can see it. Like, if I post a Musical.ly 

video, anyone can see it and like it, or comment and stuff.

My interviews with Brooklyn, Pepper, and Sierra reveal how tween girls 
can be strategic and deliberate in controlling what they post, how often, to 
which sites, and who can see the content. Pepper posts a lot of content and 
images related to what her family is doing and her immediate interests, pri-
marily focused on fun and recreation (Coulter 2021). Brooklyn emphasizes 
in our interview that she mainly wants to be connected to friends. She likes 
seeing what her friends are doing online, and she likes her friends to see pic-
tures she posts. The benefits of social media in this scenario feel obvious. For 
Brooklyn, it seems a simple and straightforward social exchange. Snapchat 
is more about daily use in staying connected with friends, and Instagram 
and Facebook are used with less frequency, but she still posts new content 
multiple times a week as part of maintaining an online presence and a cer-
tain level of visibility.

Sierra, on the other hand, chooses to make much of what she posts avail-
able to a wider audience. This surprised me a little, as during our interview, 
Sierra is quieter and more reserved than many of the other girls I talked to. 
Her body language is more closed off, and in the beginning of our conversa-
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tion, she answers my questions in a succinct, matter-of-fact way. This could 
very well be because of my role as interviewer and the fact that she does not 
know me and maybe does not feel like revealing too much. But it was inter-
esting to learn that Sierra posts public videos of her singing and dancing on 
Musical.ly upward of five times a day. It feels discordant with how I perceived 
her during our conversation, but it goes to Starr’s point at the beginning of 
this chapter—that social media can be this whole other little world in which 
girls get to try on different selves for size and play around with different as-
pects of expression and performance (Davis 2012; Farrell 2022; Kennedy 2020; 
Shields Dobson 2015). Social media platforms are spaces where tween girls 
can feel a sense of freedom of expression, where there is potentially more op-
portunity to explore various sides of themselves against the limitations they 
feel in their physical worlds.

After talking with twenty-six tween girls about what social media means 
to them, I learned that, just like many adults, tween girls have a love/hate re-
lationship with social media and espouse a “can’t live with it, can’t live with-
out it” mentality (Bennett 2023; Burnette, Kwitowski, and Mazzeo 2017; Vo-
gels, Gelles-Watnick, and Massarat 2022). Part of the normalization of digital 
girlhoods becoming a daily routine manifests in how tween girls sometimes 
post content without thinking too much about it—it is just something to do. 
But there is a difference between taking a selfie and keeping it in your pho-
to library and taking a selfie and posting it to social media: someone else (or 
many others) is going to see it, and that is a distinct feature of content cre-
ation and how it precipitates a richer understanding of contemporary tween 
girl digital cultures. As Tiidenburg and Gómez Cruz suggest, “posting or ex-
changing selfies is seen as frivolous and self-absorbed, but the relationship 
between subjectivity, practice, and social use of those images seems to be more 
complex than this dismissal allows” (2015:2). Selfies are laden with meaning, 
and this interplay between “subjectivity, practice, and social use” is ripe for 
further inquiry.

I wanted to learn more about and try to understand this important dif-
ference between keeping a selfie private in a photo library versus posting it 
to social media, especially regarding possibilities of resistance to dominant 
narratives, creation of counternarratives, and potential for social and politi-
cal change for tween girls via social media participation (Hart and Mitchell 
2015; Keller 2019; Phelps-Ward and Laura 2016). I wrote about this in the 
2019 edited volume Body Battlegrounds (Bobel and Kwan), in a piece titled 
“Am I Pretty Enough for You Yet? Resistance through Parody in the Pretty 
or Ugly YouTube Trend.” While that piece examines the trend through a lens 
of parody and analyzes Pretty or Ugly videos in which girls are clearly mock-
ing the trend and creating a counternarrative, elements of the Pretty or Ugly 
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trend more broadly illuminate key themes of pressure to be seen, the mean-
ing of gendered visibility in this context, and microcelebrity. 

At times, girls bemoan feeling distracted by social media and the com-
pulsion to be constantly “plugged in” for fear of missing out on something, 
especially regarding dynamics and goings-on in immediate friend groups and 
popular culture or celebrity news. Some interviewees mentioned that they 
see and feel a certain amount of pressure for girls to present themselves in 
particular ways, especially in comparison to other girls their age (Choukas-
Bradley et al. 2022; Fardouly et al. 2015; Fardouly, Willburger, and Vartanian 
2018; Farrell 2022; Feltman and Szymanski 2018).

I ask Pepper whether she thinks social media is a good or bad thing. I can 
see her struggling with the question, but she finally says,

I think social media has maybe made things worse. But like for me, 
it’s not a big deal because I use it for communication, you know? But 
it probably made things worse because of all of the pictures that girls 
see online and like really, really, really pretty girls and they want to be 
like that, or they’ll see really, really, really pretty girls with cute boys 
and then they’ll want to be like that, so they can get a guy. I just think 
it made it worse.

Pepper sees how girls are impacted by the compulsion to compare their bod-
ies to other girls’ bodies, especially when it comes to attracting attention from 
boys (Burnette, Kwitowski, and Mazzeo 2017; Choukas-Bradley et al. 2022; 
Nesi and Prinstein 2015). Though Pepper uses social media primarily to com-
municate with family and friends (which I found to be the case for many of 
the tween girls I interviewed), she also demonstrates a set of shared gendered 
knowledges, recognizing the stringent expectations associated with tween 
girls needing to look a certain way online and “get it right” in terms of how 
they post images or videos of themselves online (Gill 2021). Pepper empha-
sizes interacting with images of other girls’ bodies as potentially harmful to 
girls and their self-esteem. Research and resultant scholarship drawing con-
nections between media and impacts on body image suggest that girls in par-
ticular may be influenced by their social worlds, peers, and external feedback, 
which in turn influence how a girl may represent herself in digital space (Far-
douly, Willburger, and Vartanian 2018; Tiggemann and Barbato 2018). As 
Farrell points out, existing literature “suggests a link between the need to seek 
affirmation and self-presentation, and how teenage girls are exploring self-
presentation and sense of self online” (Farrell 2022:11).

Dominique, a Black eleven-year-old, is on the quiet side but has a very 
warm demeanor. She echoes Pepper’s complicated feelings when reflecting 
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on her own experiences on social media during our interview. When I ask 
Dominique what she likes and dislikes about social media, she says,

I feel like sometimes it is hard because I see what other kids in my 
grade post. And I’m like, bigger than all the other kids in my grade. 
So my friends told me, don’t be down on yourself, you’re not that much 
bigger than us. I still say, yeah, I’m bigger than all the other kids in 
my grade. I see what my friends post, and like, it feels like all of the 
kids in my grade are skinny so I’m like one of the biggest ones. So 
sometimes I feel sad because I feel bigger, or some people might call 
me fat when I post a picture, and I say, “Okay, I’m going to take it as 
a compliment.” Like some people comment and call me brave because 
when people say I’m fat I just say, “Thank you, I know I am, but I stay 
healthy.” I’m just big. I eat healthy and stuff, but I’m just big. So some-
times I take it as a compliment, and I’m like, okay, I’m a big girl. That’s 
good. That means I’m growing. I’m okay with it. But sometimes it does 
hurt. Sometimes I just say that even though it really hurts inside.

I feel emotional when Dominique shares this with me. On the one hand, as 
a fat studies scholar and educator, I feel emboldened by more mainstream 
fat acceptance dialogue and the calling out of antifat stigma and prejudice 
that seems to be occurring more frequently in American pop culture and 
media these days (Hobbes 2018; Gordon 2020; Gordon 2023; Harrison 2021; 
Mercedes 2020; Sole-Smith 2023; Strings 2019). There is clearly more cul-
tural interest toward critique of the thin imperative. Fat studies scholars and 
fat activists have made strides in differentiating between body positivity as 
individual, neoliberal project and fat liberation, which has its roots in inter-
sectional critical thought and grassroots social justice organizing (Cooper 
2016; Dionne 2019; Gerhardt 2020; Harrison 2021; Mercedes 2020). 

On the other hand, the fat liberation framework has not been absorbed 
into mainstream public media or popular culture. Antidiet rhetoric is broad-
ly co-opted by straight-sized White cis women. It remains tenuous how ef-
fectively fat acceptance ideology—or even a diluted, adjacent version of fat 
acceptance as body positivity—is being internalized by a younger demograph-
ic, especially in a culture defined by hyperconsumption. Antifat sentiments 
and antifat discrimination endure as deeply entrenched in our society; young 
girls become keenly aware very early on that being pretty is important to their 
perceived value, and a predominant component of being “pretty” means be-
ing thin. Fat is still a loaded term often used as a synonym for ugly, and the 
stakes are high for girls to be characterized as pretty. Fat embodiment is also 
often read as a personal moral failing indicative of a lack of self-discipline 
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or low sense of self-worth (Erdman Farrell 2011; Gordon 2020; Griffith 2004; 
Murray 2007).

As a fat person myself, I feel that twinge and ache for Dominique and the 
pain she expresses as I recall similar experiences from my own adolescence. 
I share some of those experiences and the feelings they bring up with Dom-
inique during our conversation. I remember cruel moments during middle 
school when people would make fun of me or comment on my size. One com-
ment stands out in my memory: a thin, White, conventionally pretty, popu-
lar girl (the paragon “mean girl” trope) maliciously said in front of a large 
group of peers that if she punched me in the stomach, it would be like punch-
ing a pillow. This memory lands differently now, as I have centered my own 
critical thought and scholarly interests in body politics, girlhood studies, and 
fat studies, but it still shaped how I thought about my body and my worth 
for quite some time. On reflection, I wonder what it might have meant to have 
an outlet such as social media to explore that experience and share it with 
an audience. 

My Whiteness also necessarily informs my experiences of privileged em-
bodiment, and my fatness is critiqued in relation to that Whiteness. Perva-
sive antifatness within all social institutions cannot be separated from anti-
Blackness, as the two are mutually constitutive (Cox 2020; Harrison 2021; 
Mercedes 2022; Shackelford 2021; Strings 2019). Though I cannot project 
Dominique’s experiences and expressions beyond what she shared with me 
during our interview, her embodiment as a fat Black girl matters in a context 
of the politics of tween girl digital visibility—especially as racist, classist, and 
ableist notions of health and a healthism imperative (Crawford 1980) have 
been conflated with a White, thin, young, able, cis-het aesthetic and continu-
ally weaponized against marginalized communities, particularly fat Black, 
Brown, and Indigenous women and girls (Bowen 2021; Cox 2020; Harrison 
2021; Kirkland 2011).

Dominique not only encounters peers at school but also engages with what 
her peers post on social media: often selfies, pictures of friends, and social 
media influencer bodies. Dominique articulates having a strong system of 
support around her, and she responds to online criticism in admirable ways, 
demonstrating strong self-awareness and digital literacy (Burnette, Kwitow
ski, and Mazzeo 2017; Meyers, Erickson, and Small 2013). 

Her size does not keep her from making herself visible online and par-
ticipating on social media in the same way her friends and peers do, but her 
feelings about this visibility and participation are, unsurprisingly, compli-
cated. Dominique sees the good in her size as evidence that she is strong and 
healthy and growing. Yet she also sometimes feels hurt by what she sees, what 
she compares herself to, and the negative comments she gets on her pictures. 
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Her comment about people calling her brave is an experience shared by many 
fat content creators across social media sites. Actress and comedian Nicole 
Byer published a memoir and self-help guide to wide fanfare about this very 
phenomenon titled #VERYFAT #VERYBRAVE: The Fat Girl’s Guide to Being 
#Brave and Not a Dejected, Melancholy, Down-in-the-Dumps Weeping Fat Girl 
in a Bikini (2020). Because of the widespread acceptance and capitalist co-
optation of body-positive language and ideology, lauding fat people on social 
media (especially female and feminine identifying people) as brave for “put-
ting themselves out there” has become a discernible reverberation and par-
ticularly gendered curiosity. Casting the action of making one’s fat body vis-
ible on social media as brave presumes that there is the chance, the significant 
chance, that doing so is potentially dangerous or risky and may result in pain. 
Fear often accompanies brave actions. To frame bravery as showing courage 
infers that there is something to fear, a reason courage is necessary.

Calling fat women and girls brave for making their bodies visible on public 
platforms does the insidious work of reproducing a system of body politics 
that Others certain bodies: bodies that are fat, Black, queer, gender noncon-
forming, disabled, and aging. By extension, this system can make individu-
als at various intersections of identity hypervisible, which can have (perhaps 
unintended) negative impacts. Fat individuals who post pictures of them-
selves online are often the targets of violence, bullying, and other negative 
consequences simply for making their bodies seen. The response of “you are 
so brave” codes the possibility of danger and violence toward and against these 
bodies, in various forms, as likely or expected.

While digital self-representation certainly has positives in the sense that 
tween girls have a lot of choice and can wield some control over how they pres-
ent themselves online, it is necessary to reckon with the reality that Ameri-
can tween girls are now living in a time when airbrushed images of models 
in magazines are not the only influence on their sense of self by process of 
comparison. Now, with advancements in digital editing software and the on-
set of endless applications for altering images, tween girls themselves can be 
the models. While the girls I interviewed used “Girl Power!” and empower-
ment language quite often and expressed a spirit of “it’s not what’s outside 
but what’s inside that counts,” it is crucial to consider that tween girls are 
consuming more digital images of other girls on a daily basis than ever be-
fore. We are still attempting to understand the impacts of this consumption. 
Some existing scholarship suggests that high levels of social media consump-
tion may lead to increased processes of bodily comparison, which can have 
negative impacts on body image and self-esteem (Choukas-Bradley et al. 2022; 
Holland and Tiggemann 2016; Knorr 2017; Maes and Vandenbosch 2022; Sa-
lomon 2017; Simmons 2018). Other literature suggests that form or type of 
engagement on social media matters most (e.g., engaging with body-positive 
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or size-inclusive content has positive correlations with heightened body con-
fidence and increased self-esteem), support networks can help mitigate neg-
ative impacts of body comparison on social media, and feminist sensibility 
may disrupt experiences of self-objectification and surveillance, offering a 
protective layer from internalizing damaging messaging surrounding body 
image and negative self-esteem (Burnette, Kwitowski, and Mazzeo 2017; Co-
hen, Newton-John, and Slater 2021; Feltman and Szymanski 2018; Markey 
and Daniels 2022; Mingoia et al. 2017). 

Even though making digital girlhoods has become an important and rec-
ognizable part of tween girls’ daily lives, tween girls’ feelings about social me-
dia are not straightforward. The control girls feel about what they put online 
is mediated by the reality that these platforms are owned by corporations 
and that the content they are producing is social—it is designed to be seen, 
whether by large or small audiences. The audience is certainly an important 
aspect of tween girls’ social media use, as likes and followers are recognized 
among peer groups as a meaningful form of social capital (Farrell 2022).

Visibility and Social Capital
Dani is a thirteen-year-old Black girl who gives off an air of total confidence 
when I meet her. She holds herself in a noticeably comfortable way. I get the 
sense that this young person really likes who she is. A self-proclaimed tom-
boy, she wears a backward cap and basketball jersey and sits backward on her 
chair. Dani is quite indifferent when it comes to defining the role social me-
dia plays in her life, which sets her apart from most of the other girls I in-
terviewed. She tells me she uses Facebook to connect with friends and fam-
ily members who live farther away. She uses Snapchat to stay in touch with 
friends during the day but rarely posts anything publicly. But while Dani pro-
duces less of her own digital girlhood on social media compared to many of 
my other interviewees, she has plenty of perspective and opinions to offer in 
terms of how girls use social media, especially when it comes to making them-
selves seen. She tells me,

So, okay. Like you know how people on Instagram and Facebook and 
all that stuff, they have “likes”? So, if you get a certain amount of 
“likes,” it’s like you are popular or have cloud, is what they say. Cloud 
is like popularity. So, if you got that then everybody knows you. You 
know, like you have this cloud, you have this popularity. So, you’re 
the person that has the juice, is what they say.

Cloud and juice are brand new lexicons for me. According to Dani, cloud and 
juice are only attainable by building a clear presence on social media and re-
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quire tween girls to engage in frequent posting to promote visibility, build 
their image or brand, and gain likes and followers (Banet-Weiser 2014).

In contemporary America, being pretty is still very much equated with 
girlhood success and achieving the ideal feminine. When I was doing tex-
tual analysis of the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend, a theme came up of tween 
girls asking the pretty or ugly question and, in the very same breath, articu-
lating some version of “I want to know if you like me.” Girls seemingly con-
flate the answer to the pretty or ugly question with their overall worth and 
value or, more to the point, their likability. This conflation is not surprising, 
considering how everything—from religion to philosophy to medicine to 
popular media—has situated being pretty as good and being ugly as bad. It 
stands to reason that much of the social media content tween girls post deals 
directly with physical appearance and making their bodies visible and con-
sumable, because developing a sense of self in a society that values aesthetic 
capital is necessarily attached to what you look like (Burnette, Kwitowski, 
and Mazzeo 2017). The pretty or ugly question is a century old, at minimum, 
in terms of how it structures and influences how girls develop a sense of over-
all self-worth (Brumberg 1997; Driscoll 2002). That said, self-representation 
and “doing girlhoods” in the digital age are differentiated by emphasis on the 
potential for empowerment via visibility (Banet-Weiser 2015). Peggy Oren-
stein writes that “the body has become even more entrenched as the ultimate 
expression of the female self, evolving from ‘project’ to consciously marketed 
‘product’” (2016:17). Dani illuminates this point.

Social media is a place where more people can notice you. And if 
more people on social media think you are pretty, then maybe you 
are pretty . . . [People] take Instagram so serious. Like how many “likes” 
they get, how many people follow them and stuff like that. I guess more 
people on social media saying you are pretty matters more than you 
believing that you’re pretty.

Dani separates herself from girls who post this kind of appearance-related 
content. Her tone comes across as disparaging. She even shakes her head when 
she says, “I guess more people on social media saying you are pretty matters 
more than you believing that you’re pretty” (my emphasis). Even as Dani dis-
tances herself from taking social media too seriously, she clearly recognizes 
the gendered phenomenon of girls’ putting their bodies front and center on-
line to be seen and noticed. I picked up on this relationship in other inter-
views as well; gaining likes and followers on social media in response to ap-
pearance-driven content is viewed as an important form of social capital.

Girls blur the line between physical and digital worlds when they talk 
about gaining popularity, being seen and recognized on various platforms, 
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and garnering the social capital currency of likes and followers. In my in-
terview with Michelle, a soft-spoken Black eleven-year-old with a smile full 
of braces, she vocalizes what she sees as a significant difference between girls 
and boys in how and why they use social media. 

MICHELLE: I think boys kind of, well, what girls do is like, they’ll say, 
like, “Maybe I should wear this outfit tomorrow.” Like, [boys] use 
social media differently than us because they don’t care about what 
they wear to school.

KP: Do you think girls care about that? 
MICHELLE: Oh yes. Because, um, well, they want to look their best. 

It’s kind of like the thing in middle school. You’re like, “Oh he’s 
cute, I should totally wear something that makes him notice me 
more because he doesn’t notice me” or something like that.

Whether at school or online, tween girls put emphasis on getting attention 
and getting noticed for being pretty and further heteronormative emphasis 
on getting this attention from boys specifically. From tween girls’ perspec-
tives, it is complicated, which also comes up in Pretty or Ugly videos. Some 
of the girls participating in the trend lament childhood being over, entering 
a period of life when they need to care more about what they look like. One 
video stands out in particular: video subject Kelly, a White girl with brown 
hair and glasses, approximately eleven or twelve years old, sits in front of her 
bed on the floor, her shoulders slumped and hands clasped under her chin. 
She sighs emphatically into the web camera. 

I guess I am making one of these videos now, because, well, everyone 
at school cares more about what each other looks like now. And I’ve 
seen other people making these videos. So, tell me, am I pretty or ugly? 
(sigh) I didn’t think I would have to deal with this stuff yet. 

Tween girls grumble about how they must put more effort into appearance 
to be liked or even listened to; at the same time, they frame caring more about 
appearances as a natural part of what it means to be a girl. 

My interviewee Michelle uncritically positions girls’ caring about their 
appearances with a sort of “of course” response to navigating this middle 
school stage of existence. From her perspective, of course girls care more about 
their appearances. Why would they not, when they live in a society that places 
such significance on female and feminine aesthetics as attributable to broad-
er qualifications of worth? This status quo is hardly the fault of social media, 
which has been around for only about two decades. What begs further anal-
ysis is how social media magnifies such feelings of pressure, comparison, and 
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body dissatisfaction—and how it might be a useful tool in resisting and chal-
lenging demanding ideas of what feminine beauty looks like and how to 
achieve it. An intersectional approach to girlhoods is vital to understanding 
how such magnifications are experienced across and within identities, as well 
as how multiple modes of resistance via social media participation might 
serve toward more nuanced understandings of American girlhoods.

I spend a long time talking with Genie, a sharp and funny ten-year-old 
White girl. We talk about why and how tween girls seem to use social media 
more than boys. Genie tells me she notices that girls are frequently attached 
to their phones.

KP: Why do you think that is, that girls are more attached to their 
phones?

GENIE: Well, it’s mostly girls that are popular at school, like, and they 
want to change their self so they can be popular. Because like, ev-
erybody wants to be popular and be swarmed by . . . boys, I guess? 
And like, middle school is the worst. If you’re not popular, no one 
is friends with you. If you’re popular, then everybody’s friends 
with you. So they want to have more friends, I guess.

KP: Hmm. Why do you think being popular and having friends might 
be important to girls?

GENIE: Well, girls think it is going to affect their future.
KP: Can you tell me more about that?
GENIE: So, if [a girl] is popular, they’re going to get a good boy, and 

they’re going to get married to him, and it’s just going to go on 
from there. And posting on YouTube can help with that, because 
you can get followers and subscribers and stuff. You can be more 
popular.

I was really surprised and intrigued by Genie’s sense of conviction when she 
shared this idea. She thinks about popularity in the physical context of being 
at school and having friends and aligns it with being liked. But more than 
that, she sees the process of posting on social media as having long-term im-
pacts, outcomes, and potential consequences, and she points to YouTube 
specifically. As Burgess and Green write in their book YouTube: Online Video 
and Participatory Culture,

A common assumption underlying the most celebratory accounts of 
the democratization of cultural production in the mid 2000s (Gross-
man, 2006a, 2006b) was that raw talent combined with digital dis-
tribution could convert directly to legitimate success and media 
fame—if only the right platform were provided. This assumption was 
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especially noticeable in the early mainstream media discourse around 
amateur video, usually invoking individual success stories that ap-
pear to realize this promise (2018:33).

Whether or not becoming a YouTube star or social media influencer is a tan-
gible reality for tween girls, the potential of that reality is felt, as tween girls 
consume and create tremendous amounts of content on YouTube. The pre-
mium placed on visibility and changing meanings of celebrity amid an uptick 
in influencer culture (Abidin 2020; Marwick and boyd 2014; Bishop 2021) 
contribute to how tween girls situate themselves in relation to gendered per-
formances in digital space. 

For Genie, publicly posting on YouTube can serve to ensure a good fu-
ture—especially in terms of the marriage market and the conditioned hetero-
normative response that girls should attract a boy and eventually get married. 
This goal of being viewed as attractive or pretty is an essential component 
of tween girl popularity and being liked, mapping onto contemporary no-
tions of neocelebrity and visibility in digital space. Within pop culture and 
public media, a popular girl is almost always conventionally pretty and as-
cribes to normative notions of ideal femininity, and if a girl who falls outside 
of these parameters is popular, there seems to be a need to justify that pop-
ularity to make it legible or believable. Banet-Weiser speaks to the gendered 
parameters of online influence and girlhood when she writes,

The presence of girls producing media online gives us something im-
portant to celebrate, given the historical exclusion of girls from fields 
in technology, media production, and science. Yet, the spaces where 
girls are being encouraged to produce and make media are also con-
ventionally feminine; as Brooke Duffy has argued, the genre of make-
up tutorials, fashion blogs, haul videos, fitness tutorials, and so on are 
clearly feminized spaces, with many producers garnering contracts 
with corporations and media companies and creating economically 
successful careers from these entrepreneurial endeavors (Duffy 2015) 
(2017:271).

All this considered, insofar as social media and the production of digital 
girlhoods are reifying certain tropes and gendered expectations of tween girl 
interests and embodied gendered performances, social media is also chang-
ing and challenging a pretty-equals-popular equation. My findings demon-
strate that a tween girl can strategically use social media to make herself more 
visible and gain likes and followers in ways that go beyond appearance-re-
lated content. Having juice on social media does not necessarily require a 
tween girl to be conventionally pretty. Using social media platforms to per-
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form authenticity (explored further in the next chapter), to be funny, dem-
onstrate expertise, make art, offer social commentary, and much more, can 
contribute to increased social capital and increased resources and rewards 
in a shared values system among tween girls (Bulger et al. 2021). While in 
many ways, being pretty is still of significant importance in contemporary 
tween girlhoods in America, there are emergent, novel forms of garnering 
visibility, popularity, and influence that do not necessarily rely on assimilat-
ing to or accommodating rigid standards of ideal feminine appearance.

Self-Representation, Popularity,  
and Passionate Pursuits

Some of my interviewees frame the matter of building social capital on so-
cial media in particularly gendered ways, while others frame social capital 
online as an intrinsically embedded desire that just exists for people growing 
up in this digitally affixed generation. My interviewees Dominique and Ariel 
explicitly mention this desire during our interviews. Dominique, Black and 
eleven years old, tells me, “I don’t have my own [YouTube] channel yet, but 
I want to when I get older. I would post stuff going on in my life. I would make 
it public. That’s the whole point of having a channel, like so you can have view-
ers and subscribers.” Ariel, a White ten-year-old with a purple sweatshirt and 
thick-framed glasses, offers a comparable perspective. She explains, 

ARIEL: People my age usually want to, like, use social media to get out 
there. Like a lot of people in my class, they just want to be out there.

KP: Can you tell me what you mean by “out there”?
ARIEL: Like, they want people to get to know them, who they are, and 

they want to get followers and that sort of thing.

Dominique and Ariel both highlight how social media is used as a tool for 
self-representation and sharing who you are with a broader audience. Dom-
inique would use her YouTube channel to share aspects of her day-to-day life, 
and she would allow people to view it publicly. YouTube began as a basic 
video-sharing platform (Burgess and Green 2018). Within a handful of years, 
its popularity soared, and the site added the option for people to create per-
sonal profiles, also known as channels. Channel pages allow for friending 
and following, and users can share videos and decide who sees what content 
by sharing publicly or privately (Burgess and Green 2018). Dominique sees 
YouTube’s public nature as its central purpose; she hardly sees the point of 
having a YouTube channel if she is not going to make it public. Ariel speaks 
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for herself and her peers, relating self-representation to social capital and de-
scribing how people her age want to share who they are online, taking ad-
vantage of this new medium of public space and opportunity for building 
networks, expanding social connections, and exploring self and identity.

Tween girls must learn how to navigate the digital landscape and balance 
the desire for and importance of visibility on social media in a climate marked 
by a resurgence of popular feminisms, “Girl Power!” ideology, empowerment 
via consumption, and cultural imaginings of the tween while keeping them-
selves protected in online space. The tween girls I interviewed tend to keep 
content private on their accounts but will strategically post publicly on cer-
tain platforms if they see it as increasing their social capital. Tween girls also 
learn, sometimes through trial and error, the risks associated with posting 
public content. As White, ten-year-old Samantha tells me, “Like, if you have 
YouTube, you have to know that people will criticize you or like, say mean 
things about you. Like, if you don’t like it, well, that’s just part of having a 
YouTube account.” Samantha speaks very plainly about the dissolution of 
private and public on YouTube and has a strong sense of the associated risk 
and reward. If someone is going to make content public, they must be pre-
pared for a wide range of outcomes, including criticism and potential harm-
ful commentary and response to videos. A smaller subset of the girls I inter-
viewed do make much of their content public, especially on platforms such 
as YouTube and Musical.ly (now TikTok); these platforms are meant for gain-
ing followers and garnering likes from a larger audience rather than circulat-
ing private or personal content among an intimate group of friends.

Tween girls can also serve their passions and interests through control-
ling self-representation and building social capital online. I have my inter-
view with Jessie, an energetic, intelligent Black twelve-year-old, on a cold Feb-
ruary afternoon. When the topic turns to YouTube, she absolutely lights up. 
She exclaims,

I just started my own YouTube channel last night! My mom said I could 
start a dance channel where it could be me and my friends doing my 
dances that I made up. My goal when I grow up is to become an en-
trepreneur to build my own dance building, my own dance business. 
And I’ve been talking to my mom about that, and I feel good that I 
can talk to my mom, because she said when she was younger, she used 
to love dancing too. So, I asked, can I start a YouTube channel? Since 
that’s how most other famous dancers started. Because before you 
know it, somebody famous will see it and then it will just build on 
that. [I] just feel like that would be a good way for me to start pursu-
ing my dream of becoming a professional dancer and choreographer.
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Jessie has a keen sense of how YouTube can be used to foster visibility and 
how that visibility can be leveraged into influence and celebrity (Abidin 2020; 
Bishop 2021). She sees it as a very practical conduit to establishing herself 
within her interest of dance, creating content to build on that dream. Though 
new to the experience of building and posting on her own YouTube channel, 
Jessie clearly understands strategies of controlling and curating her YouTube 
content to be specifically geared toward dance and choreography so she can 
create opportunities to be associated with those distinct interests. Jessie cor-
relates her sense of self with dance, as she mentions it frequently during our 
interview. She talks about how she could potentially be seen by someone 
famous or connected to the industry and suggests that this is how dancers 
get their start these days—by building digital content and making themselves 
visible on a public platform.

Jazz, a Black ten-year-old, is a self-described artist. Her energy and smile 
are infectious. She sits up on her knees in her chair and leans far over the table. 
Her body seems ready to burst, constantly moving, like she could bounce all 
over the walls. Yet she is mature for her age in how she speaks; there is per-
ceptible wisdom and thoughtfulness in how she answers my questions. We 
talk for well over an hour about school, friends, bullying, social media, and 
how she loves creating art. She draws animations on her iPad. Her mom tells 
her she is too young to have a YouTube channel, but she frequently uses Snap-
chat to show off her artwork to friends and family. She has her sights set on 
YouTube because of its public nature. She tells me that her mom will let her 
start her own YouTube channel when she turns thirteen. She says, “I’m ex-
cited about getting a YouTube account because I can get fans that support 
me and like, I can know how I’m doing in my drawing and everything, and 
like, what I need to improve on.” Jazz sees YouTube not only as an avenue to 
build a following and gain fans but also as an online community that can 
provide feedback and support so that she might get better at what she enjoys 
doing. In either case, it is a tool she can use to her advantage.

There is an interesting parallel between Jazz using YouTube as a platform 
to get feedback on an artistic interest such as drawing and tween girls using 
YouTube as a platform to get feedback on their appearances. One scenario 
feels intrinsically easier to support (art) than the other (appearance), and 
both are imbued with a certain set of social values that leave adult stakehold-
ers either encouraged or appalled. But this again demonstrates the paradox 
of American girlhood. We want Jazz to foster and nurture her artistic inter-
est, yet structurally and institutionally, we are more likely to devalue artistic 
pursuits in favor of more “practical” enterprises. And we see clearly where 
and how emphasis on meeting particular ideals of aesthetic and appearance 
has delivered success for women and girls. The Pretty or Ugly trend is com-
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plex and should not generate straightforward disdainful responses that la-
ment tween girls’ apparent narcissism and attention seeking for asking the 
question on YouTube. Rather, we should consider critically the social and cul-
tural contexts that incite such inflammatory responses to the Pretty or Ugly 
YouTube trend. Clearly, when it comes to the production of digital girlhoods, 
not all content is created equal.

Tween girls conceptualize visibility and social capital on social media 
through multiple lenses, not only in notably gendered ways but also in ways 
that serve their specific passions and interests. This echoes findings from Bul
ger et al., who write, 

Whether younger or older, living in rural or urban areas, and re-
gardless of interests, tweens and teens told us of the many ways they 
turn to how-to videos to learn new skills, support creative interests, 
and solve problems. Videos for supporting artistic pursuits appeared 
to provide an especially important outlet in the absence of after-
school activities and in-person lessons [during COVID-19 lockdown] 
(2021:15). 

Gaining likes and followers is not always about being pretty or popular but 
rather about engaging interests and passions and being visibly linked to those 
things. Regardless of the lens, tween girls characterize gaining likes and fol-
lowers as a fundamental intention of making online content available to wid-
er audiences, and they recognize it as a meaningful, modern form of social 
capital. Tween girls use social media as a tool for exploration and to seek vali-
dation and affirmation, whether that validation be about physical appearance 
(as in the case of the Pretty or Ugly trend) or about their passionate pursuits 
(Farrell 2022). 

Girls describe having to constantly work at maintaining their online per-
sonas, leading some to express feelings of emptiness, loneliness, and stress 
associated with conformity online (Brandes and Levin 2014; Jong and Drum-
mond 2016). Malvini Redden and Way’s (2017) qualitative study proposes 
that girls make significant links between online affirmation and concepts of 
self, whereby likes online are viewed as reaffirming and providing social ap-
proval. Seeking validation from peers and family is a normalized aspect of 
female adolescent development (Aberg and Koivula 2022; Brown and Gil-
ligan 1992; Farrell 2022; Orenstein 1994), especially given the broader social 
conditions of American girlhoods that underpin this normality. While there 
are potentially negative impacts associated with sharing content publicly, con-
suming too much appearance-related content, and engaging in bodily com-
parison, tween girls resolutely argue the importance of being able to repre-
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sent themselves on social media platforms via the digital girlhoods they create, 
especially as this self-representation correlates with increased self-esteem and 
positive sense of self (Valkenburg et al. 2021). Maintaining control of self-
presentation is a route to building self-esteem, especially among demograph-
ics that have historically been situated as having lower levels of self-esteem 
and self-efficacy; tween girls are certainly understood as a key demograph-
ic in this case (Hill 2017; Wade 2019a).

Posting on social media to gain likes and followers is a form of social cap-
ital that, for all its potential pitfalls, serves to affirm tween girls and boost 
their self-esteem. My interviewee Tessy, a White ten-year-old, says, “Getting 
‘likes’ and giving ‘likes’ are just like getting compliments. You can make some-
one else feel good, and if someone ‘likes’ what you post, then you feel good 
too.” Again, the boundaries of the physical and digital are blurred here. Tessy 
sees the role of the like button across platforms as akin to giving or getting 
praise from someone in a face-to-face interaction in physical space. Constance, 
a bright and funny Latina girl, also ten years old, explains to me, 

Getting comments and likes are really important to me because it 
gives me the self confidence that I need to grow up and be a good 
woman . . . [It’s] not just about interacting with friends. It’s about open-
ing up to the world.

Constance’s words “grow up and be a good woman” and “opening up to the 
world” project into the future, moral harbingers emphasizing a function of 
social media in steering the passage from girlhood to womanhood. Her 
words are hopeful and suggest that tween girls feel that a world afforded by 
social media participation is waiting for them and that they have a powerful 
part to play in shaping how the world views them via their participation—
that social media, as a reflection of social life, the good and the bad, is there 
for them to explore (boyd 2014). They do not need to be restricted from it or 
suppressed within it. Rather, they need to be given tools to navigate social 
media in ways that keep them safe, certainly, but also that emphasize its pos-
itive possibilities, the aspects of social media most beneficial to them.

Constance brings up confidence in direct articulation during our inter-
view. In their 2022 book Confidence Culture, authors Shani Orgad and Ro-
salind Gill question why the culture of confidence has emerged in recent years, 
suggesting that a gendered confidence imperative is ramping up in part be-
cause of the discernible increase in representation of popular feminisms. 
Though Orgad and Gill speak to confidence culture as it relates to the market 
for self-esteem (Banet-Weiser 2014) and tween girls as a target demographic 
for that market, they mainly consider the role of mothers as the purchase 
power behind empowerment products geared toward their daughters. I am 
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curious about how the confidence imperative maps onto tween girls’ social 
media consumption and participation, especially as current literature on the 
impacts of social media along lines of empowerment and disempowerment 
is split and enigmatic in its findings. 

Some situate social media as a principal cause of low self-esteem and body 
image concerns among female adolescents (Fardouly and Vartanian 2016; 
Tiggemann and Miller 2010; Tiggemann and Slater 2013), while others em-
phasize social media’s potential for empowerment and embodied resistance 
(Aberg and Solonen 2021; Barnard 2016; Kedzior and Douglas 2016; Tiiden-
berg and Gómez Cruz 2015; Wade 2019a). Because understandings of girl-
hoods and the impact of social media are not created equal across identity 
categories of tween girls, further intersectional inquiry is necessary to rec-
ognize where and how there are opportunities for embodied resistance and 
creation of counternarratives via digital girlhoods. That said, my findings 
align with recent literature (still scant but growing) that finds increased self-
esteem as a motivation for posting content online as well as an outcome of 
doing so (Aberg and Koivula 2022).

In my conversation with Ariel, she talks about how important it is that 
people “like” the YouTube videos she creates with her sister because those 
likes indicate to her that she is “doing a good job.” She tells me,

The thought of me making [a video] gives me a kind of happy feel-
ing . . . [When] you watch your own videos, it kind of makes you feel 
happy because if it’s funny to you, then you think it could be funny 
to other people. And then you’re always like, happy about watching 
your video because it’s the thought of you making it . . . [Like] it 
kind of makes you confident that it’s going to get some likes or what-
ever.

In a significant departure from how my interviewees Dani and Genie talk 
about social media visibility and social capital as primarily related to appear-
ance, being pretty, and needing popularity to attract boys, both Constance 
and Ariel articulate an ethos of and reason for garnering social capital cen-
tered on self-esteem. Constance sees getting likes on social media as a direct 
avenue for building self-confidence, exposing herself to new ideas, and, as she 
puts it, “opening up to the world.” And in the earlier interview excerpt, Ariel 
does not automatically equate getting likes on her videos with feeling good 
about herself. Rather, her reasoning happens in reverse. Ariel watches her own 
videos after making them, and the act of watching them back makes her feel 
good. The literal act of making the video, of creating the content, is what brings 
her joy and satisfaction. And she centers what she thinks about it as being of 
primary importance. When she feels good about what she creates, she feels 
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confident that other people will like it too, and that viewers will validate her 
by clicking the like button.

The tween girls I talked with emphasize feeling a sense of accomplish-
ment and pride when viewers like or offer supportive or affirming comments 
on the content they create. Ten-year-old Genie, the interviewee who talked 
at length about social media visibility, popularity, finding a boy, and getting 
married, is a frequent poster on YouTube. She enjoys making videos that of-
fer commentary and her personal reviews of video games she plays. She also 
makes videos that teach people how to do computer coding.

KP: How does it feel when people respond to your videos?
GENIE: It makes me feel really good. It shows that people have seen 

what I have worked hard to do. It’s like, “Yay! Somebody noticed 
what I have done!” 

Similarly, Taylor, a ten-year-old White girl brimming with energy, tells me, 
“I like to sing and dance and stuff like that. So, I’ll post on Snapchat of me 
dancing or talking or telling people what I’m doing. It can be creative! It brings 
me joy, like, having somebody say, ‘I really like this video’ if I post one.”

Positive reinforcement has widely recognized psychological and emotion-
al benefits, and it is useful to consider how likes, subscribers, and followers 
contribute to novel understandings of girlhood development and avenues of 
increased self-esteem in the online context as tween girls create and produce 
digital girlhoods. Author Amanda Rossie speaks to this relationship in her 
work on girls’ visibility on social media when she writes, “The link between 
visibility and girls’ empowerment is an important one, especially when think-
ing about girls’ online self-representations” (2015:231). She argues that the 
onset of digital participation as a norm has catalyzed increased use of social 
media as a vehicle for visibility, and within a postfeminist digital cultural 
context, visibility can operate as a meaningful route for building self-esteem.

Conclusions: The Politics of Being Seen
Tween girls are no longer just looking at themselves being represented in pop-
ular media; they are doing the representing. They are creating content—dig-
ital girlhoods—through which we have an opportunity as a larger society to 
understand more about contemporary American girlhoods if we take the 
time to engage. There is still constrained agency to reckon with, as tween girls 
do not exist in a vacuum. Gendered, raced, and classed power dynamics exist 
online as they do in physical space. Tween girls internalize dominant nar-
ratives of girlhood that often center on fear of what can happen to them if 
they make themselves (and their bodies) seen, but they must also reckon with 
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distinctly gendered, raced, and classed expectations of visibility that have be-
come a central component of personal empowerment narratives in the post-
feminist digital landscape (Banet-Weiser 2015; Orgad and Gill 2022; Shields 
Dobson 2015).

Tween girls are expected to make themselves seen as they maneuver in 
the liminal space between childhood and adulthood, and all the while they 
must take full responsibility for their bodies and make good choices about 
how they represent their embodied selves in the digital landscape. Navigat-
ing this tricky terrain necessarily carries over into how tween girls engage 
with and respond to each other online, especially related to the digital girl-
hoods they produce. Tween girls grapple continually with competing cultural 
models of girlhood that frame their social, cultural, and political realities. 
The contrast and tension between protectionist discourses around innocent 
girls and “Girl Power!” ideologies, narratives, and embodiments play out in 
endless ways online.

During my research, I discovered that tween girls will at times set them-
selves apart from certain kinds of content creation, Othering fellow tween 
girls, especially those who post more appearance-related (i.e., attention-seek-
ing) content, in the process. Pursuit of likes and followers in this context of 
creating appearance-related content is sometimes interpreted as suspicious 
or off-putting. Many girls I interviewed see this kind of content creation as 
shallow, inauthentic, or blatantly attention seeking. My interviewees dem-
onstrate a sense of “I’m not like other girls” in how they position their own 
creation of digital girlhoods.

Popularity on social media is multifaceted, and as I demonstrate, tween 
girls make a distinction between the goal of popularity based on being pretty 
and attractive to boys and popularity and social capital garnered via recog-
nition of interests and passions, such as dance, art, or gaming. Some girls 
producing digital girlhoods very clearly resist and reject conventional no-
tions of femininity, eschewing appearance-related content, while others em-
body conventional femininity in culturally specific ways. Most often, how-
ever, this push-pull between resistance and accommodation happens all at 
once, in conversation and contradiction. Indeed, tween girls’ social media 
presence today is defined by tensions between empowerment and disempow-
erment, privacy and publicity, and authenticity and affectation.



Sally stands in front of a web camera, shifting her weight back and forth. 
A White tween girl nine or ten years old, Sally has long brown hair, wears 
a bright yellow tank top, and has on a noticeable amount of makeup, 

including eye shadow, blush, and lipstick. Smiling into the camera, she bounc-
es up and down on her heels and plays with her hair, emanating nervous en-
ergy. She says,

Hi guys . . . I wanted to make a video to ask if I was pretty or ugly. 
Now, be honest. ’Cause a lot of people say that I’m ugly, and I just 
wanted to know the truth. Am I pretty or ugly? And another thing, 
be honest, it’s okay what you say. I don’t really care if I’m . . . pretty 
or ugly. Well, I care. I mean . . . so like, people call me ugly at school, 
and then other people call me really pretty. And a lot of people call 
me ugly too. But I just want to know, am I pretty or ugly? So please 
just write comments if I’m pretty or ugly. So yeah. Um. (laughs ner-
vously) Yep, that’s all. And also look at my other videos. Yeah never 
mind. Don’t look at my other videos. Thanks. Bye!

Sally’s Pretty or Ugly YouTube video encapsulates the overall formula and 
ethos of the Pretty or Ugly trend. She represents the most common demo-
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Am I Pretty or Ugly? 

Being “Authentic” Online

“Beauty begins the moment you decide to be yourself.” 
—Coco Chanel

“All little girls should be told they are pretty, even if they 
aren’t.” 

—Marilyn Monroe

“Happiness and confidence are the prettiest things you can 
wear.” 

—Taylor Swift
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graphic of tween girls found in the videos: White, young, has access to a dig-
ital device (laptop, tablet, or phone), and makes the video by herself. The vast 
majority of Pretty or Ugly videos I analyzed feature one subject, somewhere 
between the ages of ten and fourteen, White, who films herself in a bedroom, 
bathroom, or shared household area such as a living room or den, asking view-
ers to comment on whether she is pretty or ugly. Though not entirely absent 
in my sample, videos made by groups of girls are rare. It seems to be most 
commonly an individual enterprise. Videos last anywhere from a few sec-
onds to several minutes but on average tend to be about thirty seconds long.

In some of the videos, the pretty or ugly question is posed clearly and 
immediately. In others, the question is couched well within the script, may-
be hidden, only arriving in the final moments of the video. Yet the titles of the 
videos necessarily align with the trend, or they would not have been includ-
ed in my sample for analysis. Sometimes the subject in the video does not 
verbally ask the question at all, and the only indication of her participation 
in the Pretty or Ugly trend—and of her desire to learn the answer to the ques-
tion—rests in the name of the video and the tagline underneath. Most of the 
videos I analyzed include spoken words, but several feature girls who do not 
speak at all. While there is discernible variation in how tween girls present 
themselves in these videos and how they ask the pretty or ugly question, there 
are certain intelligible markers and modes of language and performance that 
render the trend very recognizable.

In this chapter, I unpack the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend and the reac-
tions of my interviewees to the videos I showed them from the trend. Tween 
girls contend with performing “can-do” girlhood and ideal femininity in their 
Pretty or Ugly videos. As the epigraph quotes in this chapter demonstrate, 
gender, femininity, beauty, prettiness, confidence, happiness, and “being your-
self” are all bound up with one another. Famed fashion designer Coco Cha-
nel, mega−movie star and model for sultry American beauty Marilyn Monroe, 
and stratospheric ultracelebrity Taylor Swift each made perennial statements 
on the connection between girlhoods, feminine aesthetic, and exuding confi-
dence. I noticed that when the tween girls I interviewed watched, reacted, and 
responded to the Pretty or Ugly videos, they often enforced a values system 
of digital authenticity. Tween girls emphasize realness and vulnerability in 
self-presentation and performance while also finding themselves caught 
within competing cultural models of contemporary girlhood—girls as both 
empowered and disempowered—and the confusion that results from circu-
itous demands. Interviewee responses to the Pretty or Ugly videos reveal im-
portant questions about a digital authenticity values system (what constitutes 
being real or fake in online space) and about bullying in physical space as a 
perceived motivation behind tween girls posting these videos—and how mak-
ing the body visible on social media is a markedly gendered and raced practice.
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Scholar Sarah Banet-Weiser theorizes that authenticity is not only viewed 
as “residing inside the self but is also demonstrated by allowing the outside 
world to access one’s inner self” (2012:60). After showing a series of three 
Pretty or Ugly videos to each tween girl I interviewed, a pattern emerged 
among interview participants highlighting and policing a right way and a 
wrong way to present and post a Pretty or Ugly video (Gill 2021). They ap-
proach the trend with a certain level of suspicion and irritation, as though 
preconditioned to read the girls making Pretty or Ugly videos as fake or pho-
ny from the outset. According to the girls I interviewed, the tween girls who 
make and post these videos in the “right” way are read as authentic in their 
performances; this authenticity is only legible as authentic if the girl(s) in ques-
tion suitably self-deprecates and does not come across as obviously attention 
seeking. 

Also compelling was how the tween girls I interviewed distanced them-
selves from the tween girls in the trend after watching the videos. Most of 
my interviewees articulate some version of “I would never post a video like 
that,” often voicing “Girl Power!” rhetoric and policing the girls in the videos 
using language such as “It’s what’s inside that matters” or “They already know 
they are pretty, so why would they post about it?” They emphasize a belief that 
a tween girl who chooses to post a Pretty or Ugly video must already under-
stand herself as pretty, or she would never post it in the first place, rendering 
her fake and attention seeking.

Paradoxically, even as interviewees distanced themselves from the trend 
and/or policed the girls in the videos, they also see the practicality of posting 
a Pretty or Ugly video to get answers, particularly if the girl in the video in-
dicates she is being bullied or receiving mixed messages about her appear-
ance from peers at school, friends, or family members. Contradictions within 
interviewee reactions to the videos further indicate the nuance and com-
plexity of how tween girls navigate protectionist discourses and compulsions, 
“Girl Power!” ideologies, and the pull toward digital visibility. Girls’ respons-
es demarcate clear gendered approaches to using social media and offer key 
insights into the politics of appearance surrounding gender and race and the 
practice of making the body visible on social media.

The Formula of Pretty or Ugly
Sally’s video script is emblematic of numerous themes that came to the fore 
in the textual analysis portion of this study: tween girls facing confusion and 
uncertainty, desiring truth and honesty from viewers, balancing performanc-
es of empowerment and disempowerment, feeling pressure to perform per-
fection and realness, and reflecting on experiences of being called pretty or 
ugly in physical social settings (e.g., at school and among peers/friends). What 
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follows is a glimpse of a handful of other Pretty or Ugly video scripts from 
my sample:

Some people tell me I’m pretty, and some tell me I’m ugly. But I want 
to know what YouTube thinks of me. So below, please comment if I 
am pretty or ugly. Please be honest and tell me what you think. I love 
you! Subscribe! - video by Elodie, White, eleven or twelve years old

Hey guys, um, I know I haven’t made a video in a while but um, the 
question I want to ask you is, well, basically, am I pretty or am I ugly? 
And your opinion really means a lot to me because people say I’m 
pretty, some people say I’m ugly, and I don’t know what one I am. So 
um, like the video if you think I’m pretty and don’t like if you just 
think I’m not pretty and all the other bad things you can think of. 
So anyway, um, I don’t know. Be honest. This is me. - video by Rea-
gan, White, ten or eleven years old

Hey, um, I’m doing a video about if I’m ugly or not. I had many peo-
ple say that I am and I just sort of just want to know why that is. A 
lot of people have been saying it’s because of my nose. And um, and 
I want to know why. I get it’s like, but I just, I like to know why you 
think I might be ugly, or why I might not be to you. So, if you can 
comment below and just say why or why not and tell me what you 
really mean please. I think that’s it. Yeah. Bye! - video by Peyton, 
White, thirteen or fourteen years old 

Um, hey everybody. I have a pretty basic question. Um, I just want 
to know if I’m pretty. Um, all my friends at school are always like “Oh 
you know you’re so pretty, blah blah blah.” But I don’t have a boy-
friend, and boys don’t like me. And I don’t know I just, I just want to 
know. So, leave a comment. You can be honest. Um, am I pretty? Am 
I ugly? I can take it; you can tell me. Alright, thanks guys! - video by 
Marie, White, eleven or twelve years old

Each of these excerpts demonstrates a sense of confusion on the part of 
the tween girl making the video, not knowing what she is or how to catego-
rize herself as either pretty or ugly. Reagan and Elodie indicate that people 
are telling them they are both pretty and ugly, and they want viewers to assess 
their appearances and give them honest opinions. Peyton pinpoints a spe-
cific attribute (her nose) that has been the subject of derision and negative 
feedback surrounding her appearance, but she seems to question the valid-
ity of this feedback and seeks further honest opinions from YouTube. Marie 
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is called pretty by her friends at school but doubts this assessment of her ap-
pearance, specifically pointing to her lack of boyfriend as suspect and in-
dicative that she may in fact not be pretty, even though people at school tell 
her she is. Her sense of self-worth seems attached to the question of wheth-
er she is pretty, which is by extension attached to the social meaning associ-
ated with having a boyfriend in this heteronormative context. Marie shores 
herself up for the truth, assuring her viewers, “I can take it; you can tell me.” 
In all cases, themes of uncertainty and confusion, the quest for honesty, the 
push-pull between empowerment (“Be honest. This is me”) and disempow-
erment (“Boys don’t like me”), and the blurring of the physical and digital 
are prominent across the Pretty or Ugly videos in my sample.

News media responses to the trend have emphasized how girls in the video 
are “feigning insecurity” (Waldman 2013) or “feigning nonchalance” (Mal-
donado 2013). After watching and analyzing hundreds of these videos, I sug-
gest that it is more complex. Tween girls in this trend are not feigning or faking 
but are sincerely exploring the dynamics of gendered visibility along various 
axes of identity on a highly visible global public platform. The dueling ex-
pectations assigned to tween girls’ embodiments and sexualities are evident 
in the trend, and amid these contradictions, a girl is left questioning what she 
is (pretty or ugly) and, by extension, who she is. Because conventional no-
tions of ideal femininity and achieving girlhood are deeply enmeshed with 
constructions of pretty as successful and empowering (Azzarito 2009; Banet-
Weiser 2014; Brumberg 1997; Harris 2004a; Swindle 2011) and ugly as in need 
of correction or a manifestation of failing, if a tween girl is unable to iden-
tify whether she is pretty or ugly, it may disrupt her process of developing a 
sense of self.

Politics of Racial Performance
Racial identity is a key element of analysis of the trend, as Black and Brown 
tween girls navigate a perpetual thrust toward Whiteness as related to a con-
structed ideal femininity; proximity to Whiteness is historically and intrin-
sically bound up with girlhood corporeal politics of what it means to seen 
and understood as pretty (i.e., good) (Azzarito 2009; Carter Andrews et al. 
2019; Rosario, Minor, and Rogers 2021). As Mikel Brown notes, “part of be-
ing an acceptable girl in a culture so deeply infused with white middle-class 
values, is to be, or at least appear to be, ‘nice’” (2003:6). The tween girls in the 
video scripts sampled here are all White or White passing, given how I read 
and categorized their racial identities in my analysis. What it means to be a 
pretty girl and how prettiness is associated with other values (e.g., being liked, 
being seen, being good) becomes more entangled when taking constructions 
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of race and racial subjectivities into account, recognizing how Whiteness and 
proximity to Whiteness is privileged in embodying ideal femininity and can-
do girlhoods (Avery et al. 2021; Banet-Weiser 2015; Harris 2004a; Hill 2019; 
Morris 2015). Renold and Ringrose (2011) relatedly argue that as tween girls 
navigate contradictory ideals of girlhood such as “sexual knowingness” ver-
sus sexual naivete, their performances of femininity are continually shaped 
and impacted by the raced and classed social contexts in which they exist.

In studying the trend, it became apparent that White girls, who seem to 
produce the vast majority of Pretty or Ugly videos and are overly represented 
in my sample, may perform elements of Black beauty and co-opt Black cul-
tures with impunity through consumption and physical expression (e.g., hair-
style, dress, music, language, gestures), always within a safety net of White 
privilege (hooks 1992; Jackson 2021). In a hyperconsuming culture, there is 
social and aesthetic capital to be gained from White girls performing Black-
ness, not unlike how White female celebrities have capitalized on Black fe-
male bodies, especially fat Black female bodies, as work sites to reinforce and 
protect a dominant White beauty ideal (Bailey 2021; Butler 2013; McMillan 
Cottom 2013).

Some of the Black girls making videos in the Pretty or Ugly trend exhibit 
elements of performing Whiteness (Carter Andrews et al. 2019; Hill 2019; 
Mooney 2018). There remain culturally reified characteristics of successful 
postfeminist girl subjects (Gill 2007); a girl must be pretty, thin, gentle, edu-
cated, middle to upper socioeconomic status, and White. Pretty or Ugly vid-
eos featuring Black girls often exhibit adherence to these traits in terms of 
body performance via dress, gestures, and volume of voice (or lack of voice) 
that read doing successful girlhood (Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2009). This 
is not to suggest that all Black girls embody Blackness in codified and rec-
ognizable ways, or to essentialize Black girlhoods, but rather to emphasize 
the complexities of how racial embodiments are bound up with and reify 
gendered performances of ideal prettiness in a context of this YouTube trend 
and the creation of one specific form of digital girlhoods.

This subset of YouTube videos in my sample—White girls performing 
Blackness and Black girls performing historically White supremacist, colo-
nialist notions of prettiness and associated embodied behavior—demon-
strates how enduring White supremacy, racism, colonialism, and colorism 
operate both overtly and covertly within a postfeminist and consumer fem-
inist, neoliberal colorblind landscape. Black girlhood studies scholar Dom-
inique Hill writes,

Due to the construction of Blackness and femininity as antithesis, 
Blackgirls are burdened with historical stereotypes of Black femi-
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ninity and monolithic portrayals of Blackgirl’s ways of being. They/
we weave in and out of the homogeneous category Blackgirl to de-
vise choreography that aligns with desirable constructions of self 
(2019:​281). 

The fact that tween girls’ self- and social developments now take place on social 
media to such a significant degree begs further questions about how social 
media participation has the potential to create space and opportunities for 
Black tween girls’ authentic expressions, resistances, and celebrations of Black 
embodiment via digital girlhoods (Barner 2016; Erigha and Crooks-Allen 
2020; Hill 2018; Kelly 2018; Lindsey 2013; Tanksley 2016; Wade 2019a). 
Ashleigh Greene Wade speaks to this question in her work on Black girlhoods 
and social media, arguing that “in some ways, Black girlhood(s) already con-
stitute alternative girlhoods among hegemonic conceptions of the white, 
middle-class girl figure, and the digital can function as one tool to visibilize 
Black girls as girls and demonstrate the complexities of Black girlhood(s)” 
(2019a:20). 

I had the privilege of speaking with many Black girls during the inter-
view portion of this study; they made up most of my sample of interview par-
ticipants. This was not the case for the Pretty or Ugly videos, as most of the 
subjects in my video sample are White or White passing. As a White woman, 
I cannot embody or fully comprehend experiences of Black girlhoods. Black 
girlhoods themselves are expansive and manifold. But I can center what the 
Black girls I interviewed shared about their experiences on social media and 
their responses to the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend and offer analysis of the 
gendered and racial politics brought to the fore in the videos.

Though beyond the scope of this research in its specificity of Black tween 
girl embodiment as identity, transition, and process, this area warrants more 
in-depth local and transnational empirical investigation, in particular explor-
ing dynamics of normalizing and celebrating Black girlhoods in digital space, 
homosocial relationships among Black girls online, and self-representation 
and self-actualization processes on social media platforms. Treva Lindsey 
argues there is great potential in “Black girls both creating and being the pri-
mary subjects of mass media representations of themselves” (2013:32), and as 
Wade suggests, “Black girlhood studies as a field still needs more accounts of 
Black girls’ experiences in their own words, and these accounts should rep-
resent the range of subjective complexities that Black girls embody” (2019a:17).

Am I Real Enough?
As referenced earlier in this project, broad spectrum response to the Pretty 
or Ugly YouTube trend has categorized it in a variety of ways. Some news and 



Am I Pretty or Ugly?   /  85

popular media see it as evidence of girls in crisis, especially regarding nega-
tive body image. Some professional response to the trend has labeled it as 
normal tween-age anxiety, behaviors to be expected among female adoles-
cents. Academic response to the trend is notably lacking, but the handful of 
articles that investigate it to varying degrees are equivocal in their take. One 
analysis sees the trend as reifying control of girls in public space and repro-
ducing dominant gendered narratives (Nurka 2014). Another finds it symp-
tomatic of brand culture and a manifestation of economies of visibilities in 
a postfeminist landscape (Banet-Weiser 2014). Yet another sees it as a poten-
tial conduit for increased self-esteem but that the public nature of the videos 
arguably functions as disciplinary action to further control and restrain girls, 
especially through the process of viewers commenting on the videos (Rossie 
2015).

A significant number of videos on YouTube itself have popped up in re-
sponse to the trend. People offer various commentaries and opinions, asking 
questions such as “Where are the parents?” and castigating video subjects for 
their ostensible bid for attention and what many considered to be self-esteem 
failure on the part of tween girls. Popular responses to the trend fortify the 
competing and contradictory expectations laden on the bodies and behav-
iors of girls. Those contradictions are readily seen in the performances of 
tween girls creating and posting Pretty or Ugly videos.

In a culture where tween girls are living their lives online, the question 
of what is real has become deeply relevant to this demographic. Digital au-
thenticity is an intricate construct of identity performance, of tween girls man-
aging their identities and impressions in digital space via their social media 
visibility. Garcia-Rapp writes, “Identity, as well as authenticity, is not objec-
tive or stable, but rather performative, contextual, and shifting. Both concepts 
are in practice contingent and dynamic, because people consciously and un-
consciously ‘work on them,’ modify them, and ‘learn by doing,’ in their vari-
ous social worlds” (2017:131).

I define authenticity using Dubrofsky and Wood’s (2014) conceptualiza-
tion of authenticity as marked by behaviors that do not feel strategic or calcu-
lated; it is constructed and contextually bound rather than natural or essen-
tial. The notion of authenticity in digital space is already fraught by nature 
of the digital as inherently mediated. Perceptions of digital authenticity—
whether someone is perceived as real or fake online—is a values system 
mapped onto the digital from the physical. Tween girls have long chided one 
another within peer groups for overtly seeking attention or feigning niceties 
(Mikel Brown 2003; Mcqueeney and Girgenti-Malone 2018; Simmons 2002), 
but because social media has become a normative part of daily life and social 
development for tween girls, this values system has now found its way into 
social media participation and homosocial behavior among girls online.
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Tween girls continue to police one another and reinforce a hierarchy; it 
is undesirable for a girl to be seen and labeled as fake or superficial. I found 
that girls desire, even demand, authenticity and realness in how other girls 
present themselves and perform their bodies online. The digital landscape 
as mediated space, however, renders this demand a little more complicated 
than just expecting girls to be themselves. Insofar as my interviewees were 
quick to espouse “Girl Power!” rhetoric (“Be who you are!” and “It does not 
matter what other people think”), they were also quick to decry girls in the 
Pretty or Ugly trend who came across as overconfident or desperate, which, 
interestingly, were often understood as the same thing. It seems that the line 
between being seen as real or fake on social media is a thin one.

I showed three Pretty or Ugly videos to my interviewees, randomly se-
lected from my sample of 260 videos. I showed participants the video from 
Sally, whose video script opens this chapter, a video by Carlotta, and one by 
Donna. All three of the sampled videos feature girls who are White and be-
tween the ages of ten and fourteen. They all appear to be by themselves, using 
web cameras on laptops to record the videos. Sally appears to be the young-
est in the sample at nine or ten years old; Carlotta appears as the oldest at 
thirteen or fourteen years old, with Donna falling somewhere in between, 
approximately eleven or twelve years old. All three are making their videos in 
bedrooms, blurring the lines between public and private in the digital epoch, 
as viewers can see into these intimate spaces (Kearney 2007; Kennedy 2020; 
McRobbie and Garber 2006). Sally wears a significant amount of makeup in 
her video. Donna also wears makeup, though it is less apparent than Sally’s. 
Donna wears an animal hat on her head and plays music in the background 
of the video while she speaks. Carlotta has very short hair and thick-framed 
glasses. She does not appear to be wearing any makeup.

Sally is standing up in her video and moving around as she speaks into 
the camera. Donna sits on her bed, facing the web camera and leaning to-
ward and away from it so that at various points we can see her whole body 
and at other points close-ups of her face. Carlotta is sitting in a chair, osten-
sibly at a desk in her bedroom, and we see only part of her upper body, pri-
marily her face. The commonalities among video scripts are clear, but there 
are nuances in how the girls perform their bodies (Butler 1990). The way 
they dress, whether they wear makeup, how they position their bodies in the 
videos—all these things matter in how the video is read and understood by 
a viewer.

Carlotta’s Pretty or Ugly video is an important example of the push-pull 
between performing the self in an authentic way and feeling pressure to con-
form to certain tenets of conventional femininity (Currie, Kelly, and Pomer-
antz 2009; Gill 2021). She says,
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I have seen a lot of these videos that say girls are pretty or ugly. I just 
want to put myself out there and say what do you think of me? . . . [I] 
have seen a lot of stuck-up girls who know they’re pretty but they want 
affirmation. They’re attention whores. I’ve seen girls who truly don’t 
know if they are pretty or ugly. I know who I am. I am just me. But I 
want to know what you think. I want to know if you think I am pretty.

Carlotta also demonstrates how girls in the trend itself often police how oth-
er girls have posted their own Pretty or Ugly videos. Carlotta positions her-
self as authentic in that she knows who she is (“I am just me”), suggesting to 
viewers that she is not putting them on or being fake. She sets herself apart 
from other girls in the trend by underscoring her own authenticity. Yet she 
is still seeking affirmation because she is asking the question and seeking 
answers from viewers. As she says, “I want to know if you think I am pretty.”

Donna’s video script goes as follows:

Hello everybody, it’s me. Just out of curiosity, I want to know if I’m 
ugly or pretty. Because sometimes at school I get picked on that I’m 
really ugly. And sometimes I don’t get picked on because they think 
I’m pretty. But I need your honest opinion. You tell me if I’m pretty or 
not. I don’t have any pictures, but as you know, you can see me right 
now. So, you comment and you like if you think I’m pretty and don’t 
like if you don’t think I’m pretty. Um, thanks! Bye!

After watching these videos from Sally, Carlotta, and Donna during each 
interview, it quickly became apparent that my interviewees interpret the vid-
eos in two primary ways: 1) they feel suspicious of the video subjects, who 
they believe come across as attention seeking, and 2) they emphasize a prac-
tical understanding of why tween girls might post these videos if they are 
being bullied or picked on by peers. These reactions are not mutually exclu-
sive and are at times expressed in conjunction with one another, which relates 
heavily to the contradictory demands of contemporary girlhood that tween 
girls embody through performances of empowerment and disempowerment. 
I first explore my interviewees’ initial interpretation of the trend regarding 
suspicion and then reflect on the second interpretation regarding practical-
ity and motivation for why tween girls make and post Pretty or Ugly videos.

“She Already Knows She’s Pretty”: Suspicion and Scorn 
During our interview, I show the three Pretty or Ugly videos to Ariel, a White 
ten-year-old. Her reaction is quick and telling. 
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ARIEL: People in these videos, they’re like, saying that they want hon-
est opinions, but they really won’t care if they’re ugly because 
they simply know that they are pretty. They already think they 
are pretty.

KP: Why do you think they already know that they are pretty?
ARIEL: Well, it’s like, they are making this video and asking every-

one, and like, anyone can see it. I don’t think they would post it 
if um, like, they really thought people would say “ugly.”

The public nature of the videos casts doubt for Ariel. She has a hard time be-
lieving a tween girl would post a YouTube video asking this question if there 
was any chance she would get negative comments or be called ugly in re-
sponse, suggesting a presumed fragility of girlhood self-esteem (Brown and 
Gilligan 1992; Orenstein 1994). But rather than see this attitude as confidence 
in appearance on the part of the video subjects, who, from her perspective, 
already think they are pretty, Ariel finds it off-putting that a girl who seem-
ingly already thinks she is pretty would seek such validation on social me-
dia. To Ariel, the girls in the videos are out for attention and come across as 
fake, or inauthentic, in their performances.

Other responses echo Ariel’s feelings about the girls in the videos. Ken-
dra, a thirteen-year-old Black girl, finds the videos amusing. It is interesting 
to watch Kendra’s body language change when we start the videos. While 
watching, she rocks back in her chair and smirks, crossing her arms over her 
chest. When she watches the video of Carlotta in particular, she shows her 
exasperation in a humorous way and has a hard time getting her words out 
in response. She smiles, chuckles, and shakes her head, saying, 

I mean, it’s like, she is saying that she is herself, but then like, why do 
you want to know [if you are pretty or ugly]? Or like, why ask other 
people? Ah man, I think, like, it doesn’t matter what people think about 
how you look. It’s the way you think about how you look yourself.

“Girl Power!” language is obvious in Kendra’s response, but it functions in 
such a way that Kendra ultimately scrutinizes and criticizes Carlotta for post-
ing the video in the first place. From Kendra’s point of view, it should not 
matter what other people think, only what you think of yourself, so the vid-
eo, by virtue of its existence on this public platform and within the purview 
of the trend, is already positioned as inauthentic.

For tween girls today, it is unattractive, even deviant, to come across as 
somehow desperate for attention. Within the logic of the “Girl Power!” cul-
tural model, a girl should already know her self-worth and that she is good 
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enough as she is. She should be confident—but not obviously so. Much em-
phasis is placed on charming and self-aware “imperfection” within confi-
dence culture (Banet-Weiser 2017; Orgad and Gill 2022) and on being real 
in online space, especially as larger cultural discourses reproduce an ethos 
of social media being manufactured, false, phony, and inauthentic—discur-
sively positioning tween girls’ gendered content creation around appearances 
and aesthetic capital as trivial, immaterial, and even petty. 

In an analysis of online commentary surrounding selfies in particular, 
author Anne Burns posits that “selfies have a regulatory social function in 
that there is a connection between the discursive construction of selfie prac-
tice and the negative perception of selfie takers” (2015:1716). She goes on to 
suggest that “instead of being a positive tool for self-exploration and for me-
diating a position relative to one’s peers, photographic self-expression (par-
ticularly by women) is reframed as a matter of petty and squalid attention-
grabbing” (2015:1723). Tween girls are continually disciplined into caring 
about their appearances because we associate appearance with girls’ worth 
and value in aesthetically driven, White supremacist, capitalist patriarchy. 
And then we turn around and call this behavior vapid, trivial, attention seek-
ing. We render the question “Am I pretty or ugly?” a shallow concern express-
ly because we associate it with femininity. Indeed, we are most likely to cel-
ebrate girls who readily demonstrate a keenly balanced performance of the 
best parts of masculinity (logic, reason, strength, self-assuredness) while look-
ing and acting suitably feminine. “I’m not like other girls” becomes code for 
easygoing, cool, carefree, happy, intelligent, low maintenance—a badge of 
honor in a system that privileges the masculine. Ongoing discipline and sur-
veillance within postfeminist neoliberal confidence culture positions girls as 
self-disciplining subjects enlisted in the surveilling and disciplining of other 
girls. A theory of the importance of tween girls’ self-representation in digi-
tally networked publics (and how those representations are received and me-
diated by other girls) matters a great deal. These videos are not shallow; they 
are a meaningful tussle with and toward selfhood.

Though the Pretty or Ugly videos are not straightforward selfies, they are 
certainly embodied performances of gender, race, class, and ability, and as 
artifacts of tween girl digital cultures, they richly demonstrate the constant 
negotiation of what performing successful girlhood means in a contempo-
rary American cultural context. Further studies support these politics of ne-
gotiation and the enigma of conformity and authenticity that punctuates 
tween girls’ experiences of self-presentation on social media. A 2019 study 
by Yau and Reich finds that girls (aged twelve to eighteen) are influenced by 
peer approval and strategically configure their content toward entrenched 
norms more likely to gain them likes. Similarly, Farrell references a study by 
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Zillich and Riesmeyer (2021) in her doctoral work on teenage girls on social 
media, echoing findings that teenage girls are “self-presenting in a performa-
tive nature, whereby they are adhering to social norms while at the same time 
balancing their own sense of self and a desire for peer acceptance” (2022:7). 
Findings from other studies suggest that girls perform the best version of 
themselves—curating content that is perfectly imperfect, self-effacing, and 
vulnerable but also full of girl-coded embodied norms and desires surround-
ing beauty and body work, femininity, and hetero-sexiness (Chua and Chang 
2016; Davis 2013; Gill 2021; Jong and Drummond 2016; Van Ouytsel et al. 
2020; Weinstein 2018; Zillich and Riesmeyer 2021). 

As influencer has become a more entrenched part of the American cul-
tural lexicon, the drive toward creating authentic and relatable content has 
burgeoned (Bishop 2021). My interviewees certainly emphasize this ethos in 
their responses to the trend, indicating that girls should just be themselves, 
be real, and not ask whether they are pretty or ugly, especially on a public plat-
form like YouTube, understood in terms of its potential and promise for vis-
ibility, dissolve between the public and private, and new imaginings of mi-
crocelebrity (Jerslev 2016; Hackley and Hackley 2015; Hearn 2008; Marwick 
2013a). Concurrent with this push for authentic visibility, dominant narra-
tives of girlhood and femininity still situate being pretty as of the utmost im-
portance in achieving girlhood success. In her work on girls’ visibility on social 
media and the Pretty or Ugly trend, Amanda Rossie writes, “Girls should be 
visible online but must not seem too desperate or straightforward while seek-
ing approval” (2015:253). In other words, a girl is supposed to be pretty but 
not know or demonstrate awareness that she is pretty. Interviewees were clear-
ly enacting a digital authenticity values system when they consumed videos 
from the trend; they do not like it when they sense that a video subject al-
ready knows she is pretty and is seeking validation from viewers regardless.

Twelve-year-old Maya, a quiet and bright Latina girl, is also suspicious 
of the girls in the videos: 

I feel like they’re just showing off because it doesn’t matter if you’re 
pretty or ugly, you’re just yourself. And that’s all you’re going to be. 
It doesn’t matter if you want to copy someone else, or do you want 
to be your own self? I don’t really care what other people tell me, if 
I am ugly or pretty. I’m just myself, and that’s what I am.

Maya does not like how the girls seem to be showing off in the videos. The 
value of being real is prominent in Maya’s response, as she separates herself 
from the Pretty or Ugly trend and articulates a strong feeling that appearance 
does not, or rather should not, matter. During our interview, I am struck by 
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Maya’s sense of self, the certainty with which she asserts her take on the vid-
eos, and the emotionally charged response she has to them.

KP: Can you tell me a little bit about what helps you feel that way? Just 
in terms of that confidence you have in being yourself?

MAYA: Because I know that I have people that really like me, and I 
have someone to talk to. I know they like me for who I am. And 
I shouldn’t change, even if like, another person brags about what 
they got or what they don’t got. Because I got what I got, and that’s 
all I got.

While still in this vein of discussion, I tell Maya that there are hundreds of 
thousands of these videos on YouTube of girls asking if they are pretty or 
ugly, and I ask her to give me her thoughts as to why that might be.

MAYA: Well, maybe something is happening in school. Or they don’t 
have no one to talk to. Because I have someone to talk to and I 
know who to trust. And they probably just want to show off, and 
check, “Oh yeah, I’m pretty. I know that already.”

KP: So, you think it’s possible they already think or know they are 
pretty?

MAYA: They know already. They just want to show off.

The theme of trust, or of not knowing who to trust, rings pertinent in 
relation to girls in the Pretty or Ugly trend seeking honest responses from 
viewers. Maya situates her own self-confidence and self-assurance within the 
discourse of trusting people and knowing that people like her for who she is. 
She has people she can talk to, and her perception of why tween girls might 
be posting these videos is that they might not have that same support struc-
ture. Maya’s response is a departure from what I saw happening among tween 
girls making the Pretty or Ugly videos. Again and again, video scripts in the 
trend expose some sense of not trusting peer groups or friends to tell the truth. 
Tween girls are likely to not believe what their friends are saying because they 
position friends as having to lie and not being able to tell you the truth about 
what you look like. While my interviewees are suspicious of the tween girls 
making the videos, the tween girls in the videos are suspicious of their peer 
groups and relationships in physical space, not trusting them to be objective 
in their assessment of girls’ appearances.

Girlhood studies and feminist scholars who theorize on the body and 
examine how ideal feminine beauty is perceived and felt among female ado-
lescents indicate that girls are socialized to compare their bodies with one 
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another, especially in relation to compulsory slenderness. Choukas-Bradley 
et al. write of this body of knowledge: 

Western cultural contexts socialize young women to over-value phys-
ical attractiveness; to devote substantial cognitive, emotional, and fi-
nancial resources toward attempts to achieve cultural beauty stan-
dards; and to experience body image concerns, shame, and distress 
when these standards cannot be achieved (2022:684). 

Use of “fat talk,” which depends on displaying a certain degree of self-dep-
recation and humility, is identified as a way of building social relationships 
among girls (Nichter 2000; Reischer and Koo 2004). Girls test the waters with 
one another by using self-deprecating language about their own bodies to se-
cure affirming responses. For example, if a tween girl says, “I feel fat today,” 
she is likely to hear some version of “You are not fat!” in response.

In the case of the Pretty or Ugly trend, however, there is a rejection of 
assessment and affirmation by friends and peer groups, as the tween girls in 
the videos position their friends at school as being inauthentic, lying to them 
about how they really look. Tween girls seek objective assessments and af-
firmations from people they likely do not know but who feel like a commu-
nity—the digital community or networked public of YouTube (Banet-Weiser 
2014; boyd 2010; Burgess and Green 2018). Self-deprecation, negative self and 
body talk, and expressions of low self-esteem are heavily coded feminine and 
understood as a relational or common experience, referred to as “normative 
discontent” (Rodin, Silberstein, and Striegel-Moore 1984; Tiggemann and 
Wilson-Barrett 1998). If a girl is performing in a suitably humble or self-​
effacing way, she can be read by other tween girls as authentic and therefore 
worthy of a compassionate response. Within a digital postfeminist and con-
sumer feminist culture, a tween girl must learn to expertly balance competing 
models of contemporary girlhood by being authentically themselves, which, 
within the logic of conventional femininity, means self-deprecating and self-
ridiculing.

Pepper, a White ten-year-old, also finds the videos irksome, especially 
in how she reads the video subjects as specifically looking for attention from 
boys. Pepper says, “I think they’re just trying to get more attention. And like, 
I think they’re kind of getting, trying to get more attention, more followers, 
and then to be honest, I think they’re just trying to get guys. And it’s really 
kind of annoying.” Similarly, Jessie, Black and age twelve, demonstrates clear 
distaste for the girls in the videos when she says, “Ugh, it is just girls trying 
to make them feel good about themselves, just so they can get boys’ atten-
tion. I’ve rejected all the boys because I have to get my schoolwork done and 
bring up my grades.”



Am I Pretty or Ugly?   /  93

When tween girls read other tween girls as attention seeking, there is sig-
nificant disdain and importantly, an appreciable use of “Girl Power!” lan-
guage to separate girls who are being themselves from girls who come across 
as fake or just showing off. Jessie takes this a step further by positioning school-
work as more important than the conventional heteronormative tween girl 
goal of obtaining a boyfriend. There is clear, heightened dislike when inter-
viewees understand girls in the videos as seeking attention from boys.

Relatedly, the tween girls in the Pretty or Ugly videos who wear makeup 
in their performances (Sally and Donna) are perceived as less authentic than 
the girl who does not wear makeup (Carlotta), which translates to more deri-
sion and the associated assumption that the girls wearing makeup are just 
seeking attention from boys. Tessy, a White ten-year-old, comments on this 
phenomenon in our conversation after watching the videos. She explains,

Girls just want to be even prettier than they, I mean, so like if people 
say they’re ugly, they are going to want to put on makeup. But if guys 
say they are pretty, they are still going to put on makeup to make them 
look even prettier. And if I was in one of those videos, I wouldn’t put 
on any makeup. I would just be me.

These responses conflate wearing makeup with tween girl heteronormative 
performances and related outcomes of attracting the opposite sex. Girls in 
the videos who have more makeup on are seen as less real, and some of my 
interviewees see the use of makeup as a direct attempt to garner more atten-
tion from male viewers. This reaction seems explicitly age related in that they 
do not necessarily see makeup in and of itself as off-putting, rather seeing 
girls their own age engaging in practices conventionally meant for older teen-
agers and adult women as evidence of inauthenticity. This finding is espe-
cially interesting considering heightened recent attention in the last year 
around a beauty epidemic, even dubbed the “Sephora” epidemic, which traces 
a trend of tween girls “taking over” Sephora stores to consume beauty brands 
such as Drunk Elephant and Rare Beauty by Selena Gomez (Poggi 2024; Cam-
ero 2024).

Coming from a tween girl demographic, defined in part by a burgeoning 
interest in body and beauty work, celebrity, and pop cultural content beyond 
their years, this finding really surprised me—that tween girls react with dis-
dain in seeing other tween girls wear makeup, notably while asking the pret-
ty or ugly question on YouTube. My interviewees are critical of the girls in 
the videos wearing makeup, especially if they themselves articulate not be-
ing interested in or wearing makeup. The language of a “beauty epidemic” 
suggests that interest in makeup products is spreading and communicable. 
The fact that it went viral on TikTok in the early part of 2024 begs further 
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inquiry, but I find it relatively unsurprising that tween girls’ engagement with 
social media, brand culture, pop culture, and celebrity is translating into rec-
ognizable consumer interest in beauty products. Interest is not particularly 
new, but this level of broad visibility about it is.

Tween girls do not exist in a vacuum; they are influenced by the culture 
in which they live and must navigate the heteronormative expectations, both 
overt and covert, being mapped onto their bodies and associated gendered 
behaviors (Brumberg 1997; Thiel-Stern 2014). Girls are not supposed to come 
across as desperate or fake, yet they are often labeled as such when they em-
phasize their bodies in more sexualized ways, which, in the case of many of 
these videos, means wearing makeup to appear prettier or more attractive 
to the opposite sex.

Continued policing of the girls in the videos occurs among my interview-
ees as they internalize and reckon with the contradictions of protectionist 
discourses and “Girl Power!” ideologies in their responses to the trend. So-
cial theorist Amy Shields Dobson offers a useful lens through which to un-
derstand these conflicting responses. She writes that “protectionist/moralist 
discourses have invoked fear about the damaging effects of cultural ‘sexu-
alization’ on girls in particular, and have tended to associate any forms of 
so-called ‘self-sexualization’ with pathology and ‘low-esteem’ for girls” (2014:​
99). Tween girls themselves project these notions of low esteem onto girls in 
the trend in convoluted and contradictory ways. The ultimate contradiction 
is that a girl can only demonstrate the power of being herself by performing 
disempowerment. By inciting “Girl Power!” rhetoric and distinguishing them-
selves from the girls in the Pretty or Ugly videos, my interviewees reinforce a 
model of digital authenticity that emphasizes girls being themselves, and any 
departure from that, whether it be makeup or an essence of “already know-
ing the answer” to the pretty or ugly question, is read as suspect or outright 
deceptive.

Practical Posting: Perceived Motivations  
for Making Pretty or Ugly Videos

Even while the girls I interviewed enact a digital authenticity values system 
in how they respond to the videos, there is a strong sense among them that 
posting a Pretty or Ugly video can be useful, even practical, especially if the 
video subject is experiencing bullying or teasing at school. Tween girls rec-
ognize the potential and practical motivations behind posting a Pretty or 
Ugly video, citing getting at the truth of the question as a meaningful reason 
to join the trend. From their perspectives, tween girls are motivated by gain-
ing attention and approval (Farrell 2022; Yau and Reich 2019), but they can 
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also see why girls want to get some kind of objective sense of honesty and 
truth about appearance from viewers on a public platform, especially a plat-
form like YouTube. Girls do not want other girls to be fake or to already know 
that they are pretty, so performing humility and self-deprecation is an im-
portant part of tween girls recognizing other tween girls as authentic, as being 
themselves. How does this push for authenticity intersect with the perceived 
motivations of attention and affirmation? In my interpretation of girls’ re-
sponses to the videos, it seems that this exposure of humility and vulnerabil-
ity (e.g., getting bullied or picked on at school) balances out the quest for at-
tention, so often met with contempt.

I meet Samantha, a funny and energetic ten-year-old White girl, at her 
after-school program on a bright October afternoon. We spend about thirty 
minutes talking about social media and how she makes YouTube videos with 
her sister—a humorous and playful stuffed animal puppet show series. Sa-
mantha really likes YouTube and spends most of her daily online time looking 
at videos or making videos to post to her channel. Our conversation eventu-
ally turns to the Pretty or Ugly trend. After showing her the sample of three 
videos, I ask Samantha to give her reactions.

SAMANTHA: Well, I kind of get why they’re asking that because I ask 
myself that sometimes. But I don’t think they should be asking 
the world. They should just be asking themselves if they’re pretty 
or ugly, and if they think they are ugly, then that’s their opinion 
on whether they are or not. But they shouldn’t be asking other 
people.

KP: Why not?
SAMANTHA: Well, there’s like, a billion people on YouTube, so like, 

sometimes people are going to say mean stuff, and that will make 
them feel bad.

Several of my interviewees respond to the videos with protectionist discourse 
couched in “Girl Power!” language. My interviewee Dominique, a Black elev-
en-year-old, offers a response akin to Samantha’s, saying, 

It’s kind of hurtful for girls to do this because they don’t have to care 
about other people’s opinion. They should care about their own opin-
ion. Because people can say stuff in the comments because they said, 
“Say whatever you want.” [People] can say something very mean or 
they can say something nice. It’s just a risk that you take.

Both Samantha and Dominique are concerned that the girls making the vid-
eos are going to be hurt by mean comments, so they see the public nature of 
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the YouTube videos as potentially threatening to girls’ well-being. Questions 
of how video subjects and tween girls in general engage with comments and 
responses to the digital girlhoods they create and what impact engagement 
has on mental health and self-esteem should be explored further. At the same 
time, Samantha and Dominique deliver these feelings via the use of “Girl 
Power!” ideology, for example, “They should just be asking themselves if they 
are pretty or ugly” and “They should care about their own opinion.” The ten-
sion between protecting girls and empowering girls manifests in how tween 
girls view and scrutinize other tween girls online.

During our interview, I tell Samantha that there are a lot of videos like 
the three we just watched—thousands, even—and ask her what she thinks 
about there being so many girls asking this question on YouTube. 

SAMANTHA: I mean, I do kind of see why. Because these days people 
are like, being criticized a lot more than usual, I guess. And girls 
just want to know their truth, I guess. People are being mean to 
other people and teasing them and there are more ways to criti-
cize them now.

KP: Can you say more about there being more ways to criticize? What 
do you mean?

SAMANTHA: Like, there’s more than just, “You’re ugly.” Now, it can 
be like criticizing them like “They’re rich and you’re poor,” or, uh, 
“Your hair is messed up and mine’s all pretty,” or “I go to the best 
stores, and you don’t.” That kind of thing.

Samantha recognizes that people are being teased about a lot of things, which 
translates to a lot of expectations: about how to look, where to consume, what 
products to consume, and how to maintain appearances. There are significant 
class connotations apparent in Samantha’s acknowledgment of this issue. Girl-
hood success is certainly enmeshed with socioeconomic status. The ideal 
feminine is constructed as White, middle- to upper-class status, educated, 
able, and conventionally attractive and pretty (Bettie 2003; Currie, Kelly and 
Pomerantz 2009; Harris 2004a). Samantha relates this uptick in criticism and 
ways to be criticized to a rationale for posting a Pretty or Ugly video. Though 
she does not overtly support the trend, given her use of “Girl Power!” par-
lance and the protectionist approach in her initial response to the videos, she 
nonetheless shows understanding for why a tween girl might post a video to 
cushion criticism and learn the truth.

In my discussion with Brooklyn, a quiet and reserved thirteen-year-old 
Black girl, she similarly responds to the videos first with disapproval but then 
contradicts herself and suggests that she would also post one of these videos 
for certain reasons. After watching Sally’s video, she says, “She shouldn’t do 
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that. Because for me to see that, it’s like, I don’t like it when people ask people 
if they are pretty or ugly. It’s basically, it doesn’t matter what other people 
say. If you think you’re pretty, then you’re pretty. It’s your mind.” The themes 
of individual empowerment and having a strong sense of self are prominent 
in tween girls’ initial reactions to the trend, which tend to be negative. Most 
of my interviewees readily assert a “Girl Power!” mindset in their feelings 
about the videos. Most wonder why a girl would post a video like this online. 
However, the tension between empowerment and disempowerment tints 
many of their responses, and it becomes apparent that girls often offer cer-
tain disclaimers in how they situate themselves in alignment with or against 
the Pretty or Ugly trend. This most often has to do with whether the girl in 
the video is experiencing bullying or other negative treatment in physical 
spaces. When I ask Brooklyn if she would ever post a Pretty or Ugly video, 
in transparency, I expect her to say no. Instead, she says, 

I would post it if I got bullied . . . Because you would get picked on 
and stuff, and the bully would keep picking on you and then they’ll 
probably convince you that you are ugly or whatever. Then you want 
to hear what other people say . . . [Some] people do it to see what the 
world thinks. So, yeah, I would do it to see what other people think.

My interviewee Noelle, also Black and thirteen years old, mirrors Brook-
lyn’s response to the videos in terms of motivations for posting. 

NOELLE: [It’s] probably because they feel insecure, and [posting on 
YouTube to get responses] make them feel good, and at least make 
them feel safe.

KP: Feel safe?
NOELLE: This way they can find out what people think of them, and 

that can really make them feel good. Then they just know.

Noelle brings up compelling ideas about safety and “just knowing,” espe-
cially as these ideas suggest a decidedly static nature of whether someone is 
pretty or ugly, as though it is not a subjective interpretation and that girls can 
be safe in the knowledge of having the truth. In the preceding section on dig-
ital authenticity, my interviewee Maya indicates that she would not post a 
Pretty or Ugly video because she feels supported by a community of people 
who like her for who she is. Distrust of people in physical spaces in their abil-
ity to be objective or honest is a very prominent theme across the Pretty or 
Ugly videos, often qualified further by tween girls in the videos sharing their 
experiences of being bullied or receiving mixed messages at school, with some 
people telling them they are pretty and others telling them they are ugly. 
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My interviewees Brooklyn and Noelle bolster this connection between 
bullying, distrust of peer groups, and motivation for posting a video. A desire 
on the part of tween girls to know the truth, to feel safe, and to be affirmed in 
what they are becomes a catalyst for posting. The common tween girl ques-
tions, Who am I? and, What is my worth? have become remarkably conflated 
with another question: How do I look? While some girls in the trend present 
themselves as being “just curious” as to whether they are pretty or ugly, just 
as often, if not more so, tween girls in the trend frame the answer to the pret-
ty or ugly question as something they “need to know.” In this way, seeking 
responses and asking for comments from viewers can feel quite consequen-
tial for the girls participating in the trend.

Even though the small sample of videos I showed my interviewees does 
not directly employ the language of bullying, the videos made by Sally and 
Donna both give indication of receiving mixed messages from peers at school 
(Sally) or being picked on (Donna). During our discussions, I asked my in-
terviewees why they think a tween girl might post a Pretty or Ugly video, 
and their responses almost all frame the motivations for posting as being a 
direct result of girls being targets for bullying behavior. Taylor, White and 
age ten, and Chrissy, Black and age thirteen, have comparable reactions to 
this question. Taylor suggests, 

Maybe they are being bullied or something and everybody is being 
like, “Oh, you’re ugly, you’re ugly, I don’t like you,” or something. And 
they just want to know. So, it’s basically girls trying to say, “Am I pret-
ty?” to prove them wrong.

Chrissy offers a similar response, saying, 

Well, because there’s a lot of rude people at school just talking about 
them and calling them ugly. There’s a lot of people that bully people 
and they think worse of theirself and it doesn’t make them feel good, 
so they wanted to use other people’s opinions.

Further examples of videos from the Pretty or Ugly trend exemplify this 
potential motivation of posting a video as a response to bullying behavior. 
Some tween girls put their bodies online in this format precisely because 
they are targets of bullying in offline spaces, so they seek affirmation, sup-
port, and clarity from alternative, digital communities. Given the sheer vol-
ume of these videos posted by tween girls, in becoming a trend, a virtual 
community was generated around tween girls asking this question online 
(Banet-Weiser 2014). In her work on young women, relationality, and digital 
culture on Tumblr, Akane Kanai writes,
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Far from the narcissism often alleged in relation to young women’s 
social media production (Tanner et al. 2013), this process of adapta-
tion and re-interpretation was suggestive of desires to enact belong-
ing through creating a shared space based around knowledges and 
feelings deemed to be “common” or even the “same” for unknown 
audiences (2019b:3).

A similar phenomenon of adaptation and reinterpretation of production in 
the Pretty or Ugly trend created shared space around a common question and 
concern relevant to the tween girl demographic in the United States.

Indicative of how news media, parents, and other adult authority figures 
have responded to the trend with sadness, outrage, and alarm is the copious 
concern surrounding an ongoing self-esteem crisis among tween girls, set 
against an ongoing emphasis on tween girls being self-empowered subjects 
within confidence culture (Orgad and Gill 2022). The onset of the trend came 
before YouTube was even a decade old; tween girls were already using You-
Tube in mass numbers for posting and consuming content. Today, YouTube 
is by far the most popular social media platform among children and teen-
agers (Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Perez 2020; Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, and 
Massarat 2022). While so much of the content tween girls were and are watch-
ing on YouTube is geared toward beauty and body work, discipline and self-
surveillance, and cis-hetero-femininity (makeup tutorials, beauty vlogging, 
fashion hauls, celebrity news, etc.)—content that readily positions tween girls 
as empowered subjects on the cusp of becoming adults (Banet-Weiser 2017)—
I argue that how tween girls use YouTube to make Pretty or Ugly videos is 
set apart from other digital manifestations of tween girl confidence culture.

The vulnerability element of crowdsourcing for honest answers to the 
pretty or ugly question throws a major wrench into tween girls’ positionality 
within broader discourses of gendered confidence culture, and all the while, 
the response to the trend falls back on simplistic dominant narratives of 
tween girls’ body image crises. Lack of nuance clouds something compelling 
in the creation of these videos. Tween girls are looking in mirrors (webcams) 
when they make Pretty or Ugly videos, and thus they are necessarily looking 
at themselves in the production of these videos. Importantly, they are also 
making a conscious choice to post these videos as public content. The whole 
process—from choosing to create the video to making the video to posting 
the video—is crucial to consider in understanding intent and impact of the 
trend. There is more to explore here in relation to questions of tween girls’ 
agency when they hit the publish button and establish themselves as a part 
of the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend.

Luella makes her Pretty or Ugly video in her bedroom. She is White, twelve 
or thirteen years old, and wears a plain black T-shirt and no discernible make-
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up. She sits on her bed and glances back and forth, her eyes focused beyond 
the screen, not looking directly at the webcam. She brings her hand up to her 
face, tucks her hair behind her ear, and says quietly,

Hi, everyone . . . [I] just wanted to do this video because I’ve been get-
ting bullied a lot at school and they keep telling me that I’m ugly, not 
good enough, not smart enough and I want to know if that’s true, 
because lots of people are saying that I’m ugly and it really hurts. And 
of course, my friends are saying you’re pretty and all this type of stuff, 
and I’m like, no I’m not. And I just don’t know who to believe.

Luella’s Pretty or Ugly video script exemplifies several overarching themes 
from my analysis of the trend—bullying in physical space, desire for truth and 
honesty, distrust in friend group assessments of appearance, and confusion 
brought on by competing cultural models of girlhood. Luella demonstrates 
how the question of pretty or ugly is so often conflated with being “good 
enough.” She expresses pain and hurt associated with being called ugly at 
school and indicates directly that she is making the video because she is be-
ing bullied. She makes the video to gain clarity and truth about her appear-
ance, using the digital medium to garner alternative opinions and potential 
affirmations.

Jasmine’s Pretty or Ugly video is yet another example of how a tween girl 
may take to social media to share her feelings about being bullied, and she 
notably uses her video to speak directly to the people who have been bully-
ing her. Jasmine, who is White, approximately thirteen years old, with black 
framed glasses and blond-streaked hair that falls across her face, leans in close 
to the webcam and says, 

Okay, if you are watching this, I just have to get this out. Get it off my 
chest. Most of the guys in my middle school say I am a slut and a ho 
and a bitch and a whore. I am not any of those things. I have been bul-
lied all my life. And say what you think about me but it’s not going to 
hurt my feelings. And you guys, you know who you are, you guys have 
been calling me ugly. And it’s not a fact if I’m ugly, it’s your opinion 
if you think I’m ugly. So if you are watching this video, tell me at the 
bottom if you think I am ugly or pretty. And please don’t write any-
thing mean. I mean you can if you want to, but you know, I am kind 
of sick of everyone’s crap. And I’m in eighth grade, okay? You guys 
act like you are in fourth. You have to start all of your drama and stuff.

Jasmine’s video poignantly demonstrates the competing cultural models girls 
must navigate as part of their everyday lives in a postfeminist neoliberal dig-
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ital landscape. Her ambivalence is obvious. She indicates that her feelings will 
not be hurt by what people think and asserts power and agency in her re-
sponse, but she also asks the pretty or ugly question and implores people not 
to write mean comments. The way she talks to her viewers throughout the 
video (“you guys”) evokes a sensibility that she is addressing people she knows, 
speaking to a known community. She makes a connection between people 
bullying her and a level of immaturity and how the people she interacts with 
in physical space are starting drama. 

Jasmine uses the medium of a YouTube video not only to talk about how 
she is bullied but also to directly address those bullies, claim some power and 
control over how she represents herself (i.e., “I am not any of those things”), 
and make herself feel better (i.e., get this “off her chest”). Also notable is that 
her bullies are boys, targeting her using gendered and sexualized language 
of “slut,” “bitch,” and “whore.” Though some scholarship suggests that the 
reclamation of these terms can serve as a form of resistance to gendered op-
pression and established norms of acceptable sexuality, especially for White 
women and girls (Sylwander and Gottzén 2020), this is not necessarily the 
reality for women and girls with historically marginalized identities, for whom 
this language may reify racialized violence and ableist logics. 

Reclamation and resistance are possible primarily when girls and wom-
en use this language toward themselves or level it at other girls and women. 
All these terms, especially when exercised by boys and men, function his-
torically and contemporarily to discipline girls and women across identity 
categories and threaten “ideal” femininity (Attwood 2007; Bailey et al. 2013; 
Jackson and Vares 2015; Kofoed and Ringrose 2012; Ringrose 2011; Willem, 
Araüna, and Tortajada 2019). Furthermore, contemporary confidence cul-
ture, postfeminist sensibility, and the surge of popular feminisms suggest that 
women can express themselves freely on social media in terms of sexual lib-
eration and desires, yet women’s bodies are far more likely to be policed and 
censored online than men’s bodies. Discernible double standards and mor-
alizing of women’s embodied behaviors remain, especially around sex and 
sexualities. I address this enduring landscape further in the final chapter but 
suggest that continued exploration of gendered power imbalances in self-pre-
sentation on social media is necessary, though more is being done in this vein 
of inquiry (Farrell 2022; Mascheroni, Vincent, and Jimenez 2015; Ringrose 
et al. 2013). As Farrell explains, “the ideal of being postfeminism and the real-
ity of girls’ experiences are not aligned, as girls are being treated differently 
to boys in respect of their sexuality” (2022:26).

Annabelle is a very young, White tween girl, nine or ten years old at most. 
She is quiet and somber, positioning herself in her Pretty or Ugly video in such 
a way that much of her face and body are obscured by shadows and low light. 
She pleads in her video,
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I want to know if I’m pretty or if you would go out with me, because 
everybody says that I’m ugly and I get bullied every single day. Every 
school I go to I get bullied, and I don’t know why. And I always think 
it’s cause of how I look and what I do . . . [I] want to know if I’m pretty. 
I want to know if you like me.

Annabelle is looking for answers. Through tears, she emphasizes how she is 
bullied at school and does not understand why. She indicates that she has 
gone to multiple schools, and her palpable emotion in the video suggests that 
she might experience social isolation from physical peer networks. She does 
not just ask her viewers to tell her if she is pretty; she also wants to know if 
they like her. Annabelle essentially equates being pretty with being good or 
liked and being worthy of male attention. She shares her pain and seeks af-
firmation about her appearance, about herself, on YouTube to mitigate im-
pacts of the bullying she experiences in offline space.

Though I did not show my interviewees these Pretty or Ugly videos spe-
cifically, their reactions to the Pretty or Ugly videos we did watch together 
support the act of posting a video as a response to being bullied at school—
a rational or reasonable avenue to seek out alternative modes of validation, 
affirmation, and clarity as a part of self- and social developmental processes. 
I think it is oversimplification to suggest that tween girls are only looking for 
objective truth or clarity surrounding appearance in these videos; there are 
obvious and significant stakes in girls being understood as pretty, as pretti-
ness directly relates to and influences the power and aesthetic capital they 
have in their social worlds. They are also looking for affirmation and valida-
tion via participation in the trend, and this goal often marshals critical reac-
tions toward them as attention seekers unless, as I outline through interview-
ee reactions to the trend, they suitably present themselves with humility and 
vulnerability.

I do not suggest that this desire for affirmation and validation necessarily 
or cleanly translates to crises of self-esteem and negative body image. Rather, 
I argue that the trend is indicative of a complex interplay between accom-
modation and resistance to enduring gendered protectionist discourses, dom-
inant ideals of conventional feminine appearance, and “Girl Power!” ideol-
ogy in a postfeminist/consumer feminist cultural context. In other words, 
the tween girls in the Pretty or Ugly trend are clearly struggling with a si-
multaneous desire and expectation to be seen within contemporary econo-
mies of visibility, gendered pressures associated with being pretty/attractive, 
and risks associated with making their bodies available to view in digitally 
networked publics. All the while, they want, in earnest, to self-represent in 
digital space as a way to navigate the frustrating and painful experiences they 



Am I Pretty or Ugly?   /  103

may be having in physical space as tween girls (Banet-Weiser 2018; boyd 2014; 
Farrell 2022; Shields Dobson 2015).

News media and popular media responses to the videos can hardly ra-
tionalize or critically examine why a tween girl would post a public YouTube 
video asking if she is pretty or ugly and subject herself to the possibility of 
getting trolled or cyberbullied. Many of the tween girls I interviewed feel this 
way, but they distinctly frame protectionist feelings within “Girl Power!” lan-
guage (“She should only care what she thinks of herself”). Notably, however, 
tween girls also see practicality in posting as means of navigating and mit-
igating bullying behavior in physical spaces. Bullying then becomes not the 
presupposed outcome of posting a Pretty or Ugly video, as is the widely shared 
fear. Rather, for many tween girls, bullying is the impetus for posting one of 
these videos in the first place. Themes of homosocial bullying and girls’ rela-
tional behavior and connections with one another on social media are ex-
plored in more depth in the next chapter.

Why Girls? Gendered Differences and  
the Pretty or Ugly Question

One of my longest interviews is with Noelle, an energetic and assertive thir-
teen-year-old Black girl. I show her the same sample of three Pretty or Ugly 
videos, and she has a lot to say in response. I interpret Noelle’s reactions to 
the videos as a striking embodiment of the tension between empowerment 
and disempowerment discourses. Within a span of only a couple of minutes, 
Noelle articulates “Girl Power!” ideology, distances herself from the Pretty 
or Ugly trend, reasons bullying as a practical motivation for posting a Pretty 
or Ugly video, and finally, offers a soliloquy on gendered characteristics and 
what she sees as innate differences between girls and boys. We chat after watch-
ing the Pretty or Ugly video made by Donna.

NOELLE: So, basically, what they’re saying is, you want people to say 
you are pretty.

KP: Why do you say that?
NOELLE: Well, it’s obvious that she wants people to tell her she is pret-

ty. And she’s also doing it to get “likes.” She says that. She wants 
people to like the video if they think she is pretty and not like it 
if they don’t.

KP: Why do you think she wants to get likes?
NOELLE: I mean, that’s just like, she wants attention. She wants peo-

ple to watch her videos so she can be seen.
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KP: Do you think that is important for girls your age?
NOELLE: For some girls. But not for me.
KP: Why not?
NOELLE: Trust me. I get it. I mean, I have felt that from my experi-

ence. I have learned from my experience, from people calling me 
ugly and bullying me. I have learned that. But now I just stick up 
for myself and tell them I don’t care what you think, that’s your 
opinion . . . [When] I look at myself, I see a beautiful, bright girl 
that is sweet and kind.

KP: I think that’s awesome that you feel that way about yourself . . . 
[So] why do you think there are so many girls asking if they are 
pretty or ugly on YouTube?

NOELLE: They are probably getting bullied at school, and they just 
want to know if they are pretty or ugly.

KP: Does that matter to girls, do you think?
NOELLE: Yes. Because the girls be the ones that are insecure and the 

boys, they don’t be so insecure. They don’t care what [other peo-
ple] say. The next day they are like, “Oh okay, I don’t care.” But 
with girls it’s different. Because we have more emotions, and we 
feel sad inside. We have a lot of different things that’s going on 
with us and stuff. So, there are more girls than boys in [the Pret-
ty or Ugly trend] because girls have more feelings and more emo-
tions than boys do.

Amid contradictions manifest in cultural models of contemporary American 
girlhoods, tween girls must also navigate restrictive, reductive, and harmful 
heteronormative social forces that reify belief in a natural gender binary: the 
idea that there are certain traits or characteristics inborn to males and oth-
ers to females (Butler 1990; Schilt and Westbrook 2009; West and Zimmer-
man 1987). Indeed, Noelle is not alone in her feelings. Tween girls articulate 
significant differences between boys and girls in how they use social media. 
At the root of these differences are elements of widely recognized and nor-
malized socially constructed gendered scripts; girls are coded as more sensi-
tive, more immature, needing more attention and assurance about how they 
look, while boys simply do not care. These beliefs permeate social structures 
and interactions between and among girls. Tween girls may be lambasting 
each other for overtly seeking attention from males (viewed as an undesir-
able quality and as inauthentic), but at the same time, they have been con-
ditioned to compete with one another for male attention. This conditioning 
is not so easily cast aside.

The “Girl Power!” cultural model being sold to tween girls complexly in-
tersects with continued insistence on compulsory heterosexuality and adher-
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ence to heteronormative behaviors and hegemonic gender roles. While aca-
demic research in girlhood studies, cultural studies, media studies, and other 
areas of inquiry is gaining ground on queering girlhoods, there is still a long 
way to go (Brickman 2019; Gonick 2006). Persistent contradictions in dom-
inant narratives of girlhood result in toxic and backbiting behavior among 
tween girls, often undercutting rather than supporting one another (Mikel 
Brown 2003; Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2007; Hadley 2003; Hadley 2004; 
Mcqueeney and Girgenti-Malone 2018; Simmons 2002). The Pretty or Ugly 
videos showcase that tween girls understand their worth as being attached 
(in no small part) to appearance and ability to attract the opposite sex. A tween 
girl’s ability to attract the opposite sex is directly tied to her ability to em-
body and perform ideal femininity, which requires a skillful balance of con-
currently performing empowerment and disempowerment.

During our discussions of the Pretty or Ugly videos, I asked my inter-
viewees why there might be so many of these videos, but more than this, why 
tween girls specifically might be asking the pretty or ugly question on You-
Tube. Ariel, White and age ten, offers, “Boys don’t really care. Usually, ladies 
want the man. So, men don’t really care about whether they are like, ugly, or 
like, handsome.” Ariel’s answer suggests a learned knowledge of how gender 
roles and scripts work when it comes to caring about appearance, and it is 
directly related to cis-hetero attraction between men and women. She posi-
tions women in the role of seeking or desiring the man, so women take more 
care in their appearance because it allows them to attract male attention. Con-
versely, according to Ariel, boys do not care about what they look like be-
cause men do not care about what they look like.

I do not speak with tween boys in this study, so I will not project or pur-
port to know how they feel about pressure and care surrounding appearance—
even then, their answers would likely be delineated by a variety of factors 
surrounding different identities and embodiments. I hesitate to even situate 
a tween prefix in front of boys because the term is so heavily gendered fem-
inine. Tween boys, to the extent that this demographic has been explored in 
academic inquiry, have also been framed as a consumer category, especially 
in relation to interests such as gaming, e-sports, and athletics (Cook and 
Kaiser 2004; Searle and Kafai 2012).

I consistently find that tween girls perceive boys their age as not caring 
about appearances. Tween girls caring about appearances is a recognized and 
accepted (though often lambasted and lamented) gendered script. Boys, on 
the other hand, may be coded as feminine if they come across as caring too 
much about appearance, which throws their proximity to hegemonic mas-
culinity, and thus embodied privilege, into question. If they do emphasize 
care in appearance, it needs to be performed in conventionally masculine 
ways, such as building strength and cutting a more powerful and dominating 
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image (Bordo 2000; Callen 2018; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). The con-
nection my interviewee Ariel makes between young people enacting gender 
roles that are projections of what they will experience as adults reinforces 
how these characteristics are learned and understood in the context of social 
media participation.

I ask Brooklyn the same question about why tween girls specifically are 
asking if they are pretty or ugly, and she has a quick response.

BROOKLYN: I just don’t think boys really care if they are ugly or not.
KP: Do you think it is more important for girls?
BROOKLYN: Uh, yes. (Rolls her eyes.) 

I chuckle at her sardonic reaction, not least because I relate to her sentiment 
while reflecting on my own experiences as a tween girl navigating gender dy-
namics pertinent to expression, appearance, and performance. She conveys 
that the answer to my question is so obvious that the question did not even 
need to be asked.

KP: Can you say more about why you think that?
BROOKLYN: Well, like on social media, boys just use it to like, text and 

stuff, or post stuff about them doing basketball. It’s all sports and 
stuff. But then girls post beauty stuff and like, “I just got my hair 
done.” All this stuff. It’s more about what they look like. They care 
more about that stuff.

Phenomena such as the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend are normalized via 
conventional cultural understandings, dominant narratives, and central find-
ings in the tradition of girlhood studies of girls’ loss of self-esteem in the tween 
years, as well as societal emphasis on girls’ appearances being attached to their 
overall value and worth (Brown and Gilligan 1992; Brumberg 1997; Oren-
stein 1994; Pipher 1994). These knowledges elucidate the mixed and contra-
dictory popular and news media responses to the trend as both evidence of 
girls in crisis and normal adolescent female behavior. Because girls are seen 
differently from boys, see themselves as different from boys, and have dif-
ferent societal expectations attached to their bodies and behaviors, it follows 
that their use of social media, as an extension and reflection of their physical 
social world (boyd 2014; Palfrey and Gasser 2016), would also be markedly 
gendered, especially related to the politics of appearance.

Tania, a soft-spoken eleven-year-old Latina girl, emphasizes the impor-
tance of appearance for girls after watching the sample of Pretty or Ugly vid-
eos. She says, 
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I don’t think dudes really care. I don’t think they think it is such a big 
thing. They wouldn’t post this stuff and share it to everybody. It’s a 
bigger deal for [girls]. If the dudes asked, they would probably be a 
little embarrassed. The girls, they’re just really confident, confident 
they wouldn’t care what people say.

Tania’s final statement comes across as a contradiction, but I think it neces-
sarily speaks to the gender codes that structure a politics of caring about ap-
pearance. Tania indicates that boys might be embarrassed to ask the pretty 
or ugly question, which suggests that it is less acceptable for them to care in 
the first place and that they might be stigmatized for asking. They likely also 
would not use the language of pretty if they were to ask, as it has deep gen-
dered connotations attached to girlhood and young womanhood. The idea 
of a boy being embarrassed to seek validation about appearance on a public 
platform resonates with constructions of hegemonic gender norms in Amer-
ican culture (Connell 1987; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; West and Zim-
merman 1987). Boys may feel insecure about their appearances, but that in-
security is perhaps less accepted, and certainly less expected, when compared 
with girls during adolescence.

Conversely, a tween girl can confidently ask the pretty or ugly question 
on a public digital platform, but her social position much more fervently oblig-
es her to ask the question in the first place. Tania’s response implies the high 
stakes that tween girls place in seeking validation and affirmation about their 
appearances, especially when it comes to the moral values system attached 
to being pretty or ugly and performing and achieving girlhood in successful 
ways (Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2009; Harris 2004b). She positions it as 
being a “bigger deal” for girls.

My interview with Dominique reflects similar gendered differences in 
her response to the Pretty or Ugly trend. I ask Dominique what she thinks 
about tween girls asking the pretty or ugly question on YouTube. She lets out 
a quiet laugh.

DOMINIQUE: It’s girls asking because, well, because boys don’t care.
KP: Why don’t they care?
DOMINIQUE: Because they’re boys. They can come on however they 

want. They just really don’t care. Like they don’t care what other 
people think. They’re like “Oh, it doesn’t even matter.” You can 
say whatever you want. Like I have a friend and he’s like “Okay, 
let them talk and it doesn’t even matter. Let them say what they 
want about me, I don’t care.” Because literally people talk about 
him a lot and he’s just like “Okay, I don’t care. It’s not that big a 
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deal.” And every day he still comes happy. Even though people 
are talking about him behind his back . . . [We] always be talking 
on the bus. We be laughing. We be cranking and laughing and 
he’s always happy even though people always talk about him be-
hind his back.

KP: Is it different for girls?
DOMINIQUE: Yeah, girls just care more about what people think. And 

as we get older, I think the older girls really, really care about what 
boys think.

KP: You think it’s about boys?
DOMINIQUE: (laughs) Like they really, really care what boys think 

about them. And boys don’t even care. They barely care. They’re 
just like, “Do it, you’re not bringing me down.” But for some rea-
son, it always brings girls down.

Dominique’s response recalls what Noelle expresses about girls being more 
sensitive and insecure, and it speaks to some of the crucial themes that emerge 
within this research: how tween girls must strategically navigate strict ex-
pectations of body, beauty, and sexuality while demonstrating and embody-
ing confidence, the compulsion for tween girls to seek attention from boys 
based on hegemonic cis-het gender norms and to compete for attention, and 
how tween girls identify with and engage with one another related to these 
things, often through gendered bullying behavior. This confluence is then 
reified within popular culture representations of teenage girls, which cham-
pion narratives of teenage girls relating to one another in toxic, nefarious, 
and aggressive ways (Mcqueeney and Girgenti-Malone 2018).

A sense of tween girls feeling isolated from one another comes to the fore 
within interviews, especially within this framework of gendered differences 
among boys and girls. Michelle demonstrates this feeling in her thought-
provoking response to my question about why girls specifically are posting 
the videos.

MICHELLE: Because guys don’t really care what anybody thinks of 
them.

KP: Why do you think that is?
MICHELLE: Because they have each other.
KP: Can you tell me what you mean?
MICHELLE: So, this actually leads to a good story. These two, well, 

there was one guy in my class, and a girl who was saying “You’re 
ugly” to him and all this and this other guy walked up to the girl 
and said, “He’s not ugly, he’s my bro” or something, and like they 
have a bro code or whatever and they stick to it.
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KP: Oh, I see. Do you think that is different for girls?
MICHELLE: Yeah.
KP: How so?
MICHELLE: Well, like, girls bully girls. And a girl might be bullying a 

boy, but I don’t think the boy really cares, because it’s a girl. Like, 
that doesn’t matter as much because it’s a girl.

Implicit in Michelle’s explanation of how boys support one another and how 
girls bully one another is a gender hierarchy that positions boys as somehow 
more impervious to bullying behavior, especially if carried out by a girl 
against a boy, which reproduces gendered power dynamics that devalue fem-
ininity. According to Michelle, bullying matters more to boys if another boy 
is doing it. Michelle’s statement renders girls powerless against boys in these 
circumstances and against the “bro code” boys have with each other.

Earlier in this chapter, bullying is teased out as a motivation for why a 
tween girl might post a Pretty or Ugly video. I see the logic and rationale 
behind this reasoning in how my interviewees react in similar ways to the 
question of the “why” behind the videos. What I am more surprised to find 
is how deeply gendered that “why” is, and how it results from complex and 
nuanced gendered expectations, politics of appearance, relational behaviors 
between boys and girls as well as girls and girls, and importantly, how girls 
are conditioned to respond differently than boys to what people think of 
them, especially when it comes to seeking attention and approval about ap-
pearance.

Conclusions: Conditioning Tween Girls
Well-trodden gendered scripts such as girls being more emotional and sen-
sitive are prominent in how the girls I interviewed reflect on how and why 
girls use social media differently than boys. However, the tween girls I talked 
with are also quick to employ “Girl Power!” ideology in their responses to the 
Pretty or Ugly trend, shoring up a spirit and attitude of internal worth, self-
empowerment, and confidence. The contradictions that underscore contem-
porary American girlhoods are evident in the Pretty or Ugly videos as well as 
the interview reactions to them. The Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend is a digital 
manifestation of clear tensions between empowerment and disempowerment 
in how tween girls perform their bodies and ask the pretty or ugly question. 
Interviewees’ responses to the videos reveal these tensions as enacting a dig-
ital authenticity values system. Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz write,

Girlhood as a culturally constructed “way of being” is regulated by 
conventions that girls must be pretty but not “self-absorbed” about 
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their appearance; they must be attractive to boys but not seen to be 
too sexually “forward”; they must be noticed and liked by the “right 
people” but not be a social climber; independent but not a “loner”; 
and so on (2007:24).

These competing ideas are readily apparent in how tween girls respond to the 
videos and police the girls taking part in the trend.

Through all the contradiction, tween girls articulate a perhaps obvious 
but nevertheless affecting overarching motivation for why they participate 
on social media and what they like about it: they just want to feel connected 
to each other, and they do not want to miss out on what their friends are 
doing (Barry et al. 2017; Underwood and Ehrenreich 2017). Taking into con-
sideration the gendered politics of visibility on social media and the digital 
authenticity values system explored in this chapter, the next chapter further 
investigates themes of bullying and friend connections prominent across my 
interview findings. Tween girls are conditioned to relate to one another in 
complex, often pernicious and harmful ways. Social media participation 
among tween girls facilitates a compelling spectrum of relational behavior, 
from girl-to-girl bullying to manufactured “drama” to homosocial support 
and affirmation. This behavioral spectrum is reflected in how tween girls char-
acterize the depth and breadth of their experiences on social media and its 
importance to them—the “how” and “why” behind their prolific use of these 
platforms.



Recent years have seen heightened concern about young people and the 
matter of safety on social media, and amended moral panics on the 
part of adult stakeholders have reified a presiding public discourse of 

social media as harmful to adolescents (Barry et al. 2017; Ging and O’Higgins 
Norman 2016; Keles, McCrae, and Grealish 2020; Marciano et al. 2022). In 
2023, U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek Murthy issued an advisory surround-
ing the effects of social media on youth mental health (Office of the Surgeon 
General 2023). Conceptualizing harm is complex and varied, ranging from 
increased risk of mental health symptoms such as depression and anxiety to 
issues with sleep, addiction to devices, feelings of isolation, and the potential 
for cyberbullying. In this chapter, I focus on public perception of cyberbul-
lying and whether perceptions of online aggression align with or diverge 
from how tween girls themselves feel about bullying behavior online, as well 
as their homosocial experiences with other girls online more broadly.

Both my YouTube textual analysis and my interviews with tween girls 
revealed gendered (cyber)bullying as a prominent theme. Bullying was often 
cited as a reason why a girl may post a Pretty or Ugly video, and at multiple 
points during interviews, participants brought up the matter of girls bully-

5

Complex Connections 

Bullying, “Drama,” and Friendship

“Girls depend on close, intimate friendships to get them 
through life . . . [but] girls can be excruciatingly tough on 
other girls. They can talk behind each other’s backs, tease 
and torture one another, police each other’s clothing and 
body size . . . and can promote a strict conformity to the 
norms and rules of idealized femininity, threaten rejection 
and exclusion, and reinforce gender and racial stereotypes.” 

—Mikel Brown 2003:109

“But this was girl world . . . [and] in girl world, all the 
fighting had to be sneaky.” 

—Mean Girls (2004) 
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ing girls, both online and offline. Tween girls have complicated feelings about 
social media; they see it as a place where bullying can and does occur, as well 
as a place that creates “drama.” However, they also characterize social media as 
a site of respite from bullying (especially bullying in physical settings such 
as school) and negative gendered relational behavior, an important tool for 
maintaining strong connections with friends, and a means of seeking out 
and offering homosocial support and affirmation.

A central reason tween girls use social media is to remain in nearly con-
stant connection with friends and peer groups—predominantly groups they 
know in physical spaces (Farrell 2022; Kennedy and Lynch 2016; Lenhart et al. 
2015; Malvini Redden and Way 2017). The blurring of physical and digital 
worlds is more prominent than ever, as tween girls emphasize and engage in 
continual communication with one another via interactions on social media 
(boyd 2014; Buckingham 2013b; Palfrey and Gasser 2016). While these in-
teractions are unequivocally recognized as important and a big part of how 
tween girls communicate with each other today, girls do not see them all as 
positive. Rather, tween girls may experience and enact a complex spectrum 
of relational behavior with one another that ranges from bullying to manu-
factured drama to homosocial affirmation and support, with social media 
being a medium for the production and mediation of all these things. My find-
ings demonstrate that tween girls accentuate the role that connection with 
friends on social media plays in trumping negative aspects, mitigating gen-
dered bullying behavior, and cultivating homosocial support.

Competing cultural models of girlhood manifest in this dynamic rela-
tional behavioral spectrum among tween girls. These models intersect with 
the dominant “mean girl” cultural paradigm that effectively naturalizes bul-
lying among girls and assumes girls relate to and engage with one another 
in primarily toxic and virulent ways (Bailey and Steeves 2015; García-Gó-
mez 2011; Hadley 2004; Hey 1997; Ringrose 2006; Simmons 2002). In the 2004 
film Mean Girls (which has seen a contemporary resurgence in popularity, 
with a 2024 version of the film that is notably queerer in its imagining and 
design), girls undercut one another, scheme, behave passive aggressively, and 
generally treat each other duplicitously, all while seemingly acting as the best 
of friends (“Love ya!”). As the protagonist Cady Heron intimates, “[In] girl 
world, all the fighting had to be sneaky.” The work of psychologist and edu-
cator Lyn Mikel Brown takes this culture of meanness to task in her 2003 book 
Girlfighting: Betrayal and Rejection among Girls, arguing that a “girls will be 
girls” explanation of this behavior is negligent; rather, a sexist society that 
cultivates competition among girls for male attention is a crucial culprit. 

I examine how American society perceives the matter of bullying and 
cyberbullying among youth in specifically gendered ways and investigate how 
these perceptions converge with or diverge from how my interviewees articu-
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late perceptions and experiences of girl versus girl bullying, both online and 
offline. I also consider how girls view social media as a catalyst for starting 
gendered drama (Marwick and boyd 2014; Remillard and Lamb 2005; Wise-
man 2003) and how they navigate and manage drama in online spaces. Fi-
nally, I explore how tween girls highlight connections with friends as a pri-
mary motivation for being on social media, emphasizing the importance 
of homosocial support and affirmation in their online communities. While 
tween girls characterize social media as a site where bullying can and does 
occur, they also view social media as a crucial tool for maintaining contin-
ual connection with friends, especially in terms of seeking and offering ho-
mosocial support and affirmation.

Classic “Frenemies”: Forging Toxic Girlhood Culture
American tween girlhoods are a series of contradictions and entanglements 
between empowerment and disempowerment girls grapple with across so-
cial arenas and institutions including school, media, peers, and the Internet. 
These entanglements are necessarily affixed to how tween girls relate to one 
another in their social worlds. Internalization of protectionist discourses and 
the innocence model may manifest in girls policing one another toward re-
spectable girlhood femininities (especially surrounding sexuality, sexual ex-
pression, attention seeking, and associated behaviors), which are profoundly 
interwoven with White centered, cis-heteronormative, ableist, and classist 
notions of ideal girlhood (Bailey et al. 2013; Marwick and boyd 2014; Ringrose 
and Harvey 2015; Sylwander and Gottzén 2020). Meanwhile, the “Girl Power!” 
model encourages girls (via consumptive practice) to just “be themselves,” 
fostering a digital values system that Others girls for coming across as fake, 
self-absorbed, or inauthentic. 

Paradoxically, the “Girl Power!” model is defined by postfeminist neo-
liberal sensibilities of individualism, personal responsibility, and competi-
tion, which can result in heightened comparative practices between and among 
tween girls (Farrell 2022; Mascheroni and Ólafsson 2014; Mascheroni, Vin-
cent, and Jimenez 2015; Gill and Orgad 2017; Ringrose et al. 2013). Engaging 
in processes of Othering, girls differentiate themselves from one another and 
establish in-groups and out-groups based on certain values and behaviors 
(García-Gómez 2018). Tween girls are encouraged to improve and empower 
themselves via body and beauty work and, in a heteronormative social struc-
ture, compare themselves to one another in the competitive pursuit of male 
sexual attention.

Tween girls must learn to navigate these entanglements as they are called 
to both protect themselves and make themselves visible in suitably femi-
nine ways. Within the framework of the competing cultural models of “Girl 
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Power!” and innocent girls who need protection, tween girls must be up for 
a good time and appropriately modest or prudish. They must be pretty but 
not know it or outwardly advertise it. They must make themselves seen but 
in socially acceptable and respectable ways that align with ideal femininity 
(e.g., appear sexy but not slutty) (Miller 2016; Mishna et al. 2020; Payne 2010; 
Tanenbaum 2015). How girls attempt to meet the demands of these paradoxes, 
and interact with one another in the process, manifests in a complex spec-
trum of relational behavior that ranges from covert and overt girl-to-girl bul-
lying to relational drama to friendships characterized by homosocial affir-
mation and support.

American society tends to view adolescent girlhood as a time marked by 
inherent toxicity between and among girls. Popular culture is stacked with 
examples of girls bullying girls, tween and teen girl drama, and girls being 
vicious and aggressive toward one another in blatant and arcane ways (e.g., 
Mean Girls, 2004; The DUFF, 2015; To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before, 2018; 
Booksmart, 2019). From popular films to reality television shows, the “mean 
girl” paradigm reigns as the titillating narrative that enthralls young people 
regardless of gender, serving as the script by which society expects girls to 
interact with each other (Mikel Brown 2003; Oppliger 2013; Ryalls 2012).

The difference between how boys bully one another and how girls bully 
one another is well established in academic literature, though more investi-
gation into how bullying behavior maps onto social media use in gendered 
ways is necessary. Certainly, there needs to be increased inquiry and critique 
surrounding the boy/girl gender binary and the harm it perpetrates in re-
producing patriarchal and heteronormative gendered scripts that render girls, 
gender diverse, and LGBTQIA+ youth more vulnerable to bullying victim-
ization both online and offline (Birkett and Espelage 2015; Hlavka 2014; Nilan 
et al. 2015; Pascoe 2013). It is socially and culturally recognized that gender 
identity and expression inform how bullying and cyberbullying are carried 
out and experienced, with boys positioned as more likely to externalize ag-
gression and engage in physical forms of bullying (Khan et al. 2020; Mishna 
et al. 2020; Viljoen et al. 2005) and girls more likely to bully via relational 
means (Khan et al. 2020; Mishna et al. 2020; Raskauskas and Stoltz 2007; 
Snell and Englander 2010; Viljoen, O’Neill, and Sidhu 2005). Mishna et al. 
succinctly note,

Gendered and sexualized bullying is remarkably prevalent (Bailey and 
Steeves 2015; Coker, Austin, and Schuster 2010; Poteat, Mereish, Di-
Giovanni, and Koenig 2011). Girls disproportionately experience 
gendered and sexualized bullying (Faucher, Cassidy, and Jackson 
2015; Guerra, Williams, and Sadek 2011), boys commonly experience 
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homophobic bullying and bullying linked to masculine norms (Chi-
odo et al. 2009; McMaster, Connolly, Pepler, and Craig 2002), and 
gender and sexual minority youth frequently experience sexual ha-
rassment and verbal abuse related to their gender and/or sexuality 
(D’Augelli, Pilkington, and Hershberger 2002; Telljohann and Price 
1993) (2020:407).

Girls, especially tween and teenage girls, have been socially constructed 
as all at once innately caring, nurturing, “sugar and spice and everything nice,” 
and naturally mean or toxic to other girls. Citing the work of Emma Renold 
(2002, 2006) and Jessica Ringrose (2006), Ging and O’Higgins Norman sug-
gest that “female aggression is understood, paradoxically, as the expression 
of that which is repressed within girls’ ‘innately’ caring and nurturing per-
sonalities” (2016:808). Further, as Renolds’s work helps illuminate, entrenched 
gendered and sexualized cultural discourses are how young people both cre-
ate and traverse cis-het normative hierarchies and exchanges of power. The 
relational aggression girls may demonstrate toward one another is often dis-
cursively situated as an intrinsic symptom of being a girl rather than a prod-
uct of the deep-seated cis-het normativity that structures girls’ worlds (Ging 
and O’Higgins Norman 2016; Letendre 2007).

Girlhood studies scholarship largely agrees that female adolescence is a 
time in which girls question who they are, experience issues with low self-
esteem, increasingly compare themselves to each other and adult women re-
garding appearance and presumed attractiveness to the male sex, and, be-
cause of these things, behave toward one another with heightened aggression. 
This aggression is expressed in culturally acceptable ways associated with 
girlhood such as gossip, insults, rumor spreading, withholding friendship, and 
character sabotage (Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2007; Hadley 2003; Mikel 
Brown 2003; Simmons 2002; Simmons 2018), all of which reprint seamlessly 
onto social media platforms. Not unlike “boys will be boys” ideology, toxic 
girlhood and girls’ bullying behavior are naturalized in American culture 
as a rite of passage:

The rite-of-passage theory suggests several disturbing assumptions 
about girls. First, it implies that there is nothing we can do to prevent 
girls from behaving in these ways because it’s in their developmental 
tea leaves to do it. . . . [Bullying] as a rite of passage also suggests that 
it is necessary and even positive that girls learn how to relate with 
each other in these ways. Rites of passage, after all, are rituals that 
mark the transformation of an individual from one status to another. 
So the rite of passage means that girls are becoming acquainted with 
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what is in store for them later as adults. Because adult women behave 
in this way, it means it’s acceptable and must be prepared for (Sim-
mons 2002:33).

Youth and gender development researcher Martha Hadley argues that 
adult response to girls’ relational aggression generally manifests in one of 
two reactions: 1) So, what’s new? or 2) How is this possible?! She writes that 
“the tension between these two reactions—familiarity and dismissive disdain 
versus disbelief and shock—is at the crux of the muddle surrounding aggres-
sion and girls” (2003:368). And, as Simmons (2002) points out in the rite-of-
passage framework, common gendered bullying practices are recognizable 
in behaviors among adult women, including gossip, passive aggressiveness, 
the “silent treatment,” and compulsion toward bodily comparison, fat talk 
(Nichter 2000), denigration, and normative discontent (Rodin, Silberstein, 
and Streigel-Moore 1984). Bullying and relational aggression, then, are not 
discrete or natural passing phases of adolescent life but rather highly gen-
dered cultural norms that permeate multiple life stages for women and girls. 
For tween girls, this permeation is particularly salient, as they are navigating 
the liminal space between childhood and adulthood. Ging and O’Higgins 
Norman argue that “we cannot divorce girls’ relationships or sense of self 
from a wider post-feminist culture, which continues to stereotype women 
as narcissistic, submissive, and emotionally complex and men as aggressive 
and emotionally straightforward” (2016:808).

Bullying among tween and teen girls most often centers on conditions 
such as sex (how much someone is having, whether too much or not enough), 
body image and appearance, and being perceived as inauthentic or fake (Mill-
er 2016; Mishna et al. 2020; Payne 2010; Simmons 2018; Tanenbaum 2015). 
The vitriol and contempt that distinguish toxic girl culture in the United States 
and naturalize gendered bullying are rooted in deeply contradictory gen-
dered expectations born out of a postfeminist, neoliberal, consumer-driven 
social structure and enduring cis-heteronormativity that positions girls in 
competition with one another for male attention and approval.

Defining Cyberbullying: The Problem with Gender
Bullying among youth has long been viewed as a normal part of growing up, 
one that may not merit much attention (Limber and Small 2003). Only with-
in the past three decades or so has bullying become a national conversation, 
with more adult-centered emphasis on curtailing, preventing, and interven-
ing in “school yard” bullying (Campbell 2005). In recent years, more societal 
consideration has been paid to cyberbullying, which, like traditional or con-
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ventional bullying, has multiple and sometimes contrasting definitions. Pal-
frey and Gasser define cyberbullying as “the intentional use of any digital 
medium, including text-messaging, email, and phone calls, to harm others” 
(2016:100). Hinduja and Patchin of the Cyberbullying Research Center de-
fine it as “willful and repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, 
cell phones, and other electronic devices” (2015:11). Both define cyberbul-
lying by intention or will to harm, but one definition suggests that the harm 
must be repeated or ongoing, while the other does not. For the purposes of 
this research, when analyzing how my interviewees think and talk about 
(cyber)bullying, I use Hinduja and Patchin’s (2015) definition because it aligns 
with how the tween girls I spoke with gave meaning to bullying behaviors 
as persistent or ongoing.

As cyberbullying has gotten more headline attention over the last decade, 
a significant amount of academic and journalistic research has been conduct-
ed, but this emerging body of knowledge still has abiding gaps in understand-
ing, mixed results, and discrepancies in research findings (Chang 2021; Ging 
and O’Higgins Norman 2016; Khan et al. 2020; Mishna et al. 2020; Wade 
and Beran 2011). There is no clear picture of how prevalent cyberbullying is, 
in part because research studies routinely define the matter in different ways 
(Sheanoda, Bussey, and Jones 2024). Cyberbullying research and findings are 
afflicted with inconsistencies; cyberbullying runs the perpetual risk of being 
either over- or underexaggerated in the public imagination, especially in terms 
of prevalence and overall potential impact on young people.

A 2016 national survey conducted by the Cyberbullying Research Center 
found that among a sample of 5,700 middle and high schoolers in the Unit-
ed States, approximately 34 percent indicated having been cyberbullied dur-
ing their lifetime (Patchin and Hinduja 2016). A 2018 Pew Research report 
surveying 743 thirteen- to seventeen-year-olds indicates 59 percent of respon-
dents have experienced cyberbullying, the most common reported forms be-
ing name calling and rumor spreading (Anderson 2018). Yet another recent 
report from the National Center for Education Statistics presents findings 
from a nationwide survey of twelve- to eighteen-year-olds indicating that 
15 percent of those surveyed have experienced cyberbullying either online 
or via text messaging (Seldin and Yanez 2019). Some studies and reports treat 
cyberbullying as a separate entity from more traditional forms of bullying 
(Lenhart 2007; Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015). Others conflate cyberbully-
ing with traditional bullying and define them in similar terms, electing not 
to separate them in survey questions (Seldin and Yanez 2019). Still others 
conflate definitions of bullying and harassment, and there is ongoing debate 
as to whether definitions of bullying require a component of differential pow-
er between victim and perpetrator (Kowalski, Limber, and McCord 2019; 
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Smith et al. 2008; Ybarra 2012). Some report solely on respondent behavior 
and impacts of bullying, while others consider the specific mediums and plat-
forms used to enact cyberbullying behavior (e.g., text messaging with cell 
phones versus social media).

There also remains a lack of qualitative research on cyberbullying, the 
majority of studies using quantitative methods and aggregate data from large-
scale surveys (Snell and Englander 2010; Vandebosch and Van Cleemput 
2008); there has been more attention paid to qualitative research design for 
studies on cyberbullying in recent years (Balt et al. 2023; Ranney et al. 2020; 
Sheanoda, Bussey, and Jones 2024). Operationalizing cyberbullying remains 
a persistent problem in the literature. Discrepancies matter when trying to 
understand the overall picture of youth bullying and cyberbullying behavior 
in terms of prevalence, impact, and potential intervention and prevention. 
Often, public response and policy response to bullying and cyberbullying 
are gender blind and do not address central social conditions that influence 
how bullying behavior is enacted and experienced (Marr and Duell 2020; 
Ringrose and Renold 2010). Crucial to note is that what researchers and adult 
authorities consider cyberbullying might not be what survey respondents con-
sider cyberbullying. And, as I explore further here, tween girls themselves 
perceive cyberbullying and traditional bullying in multivalent and incon-
gruent ways (boyd 2010; Ging and O’Higgins Norman 2016; Nilan et al. 2015; 
Ranney et al. 2020).

The line between cyberbullying and bullying in physical space is often 
blurred. Cyberbullying tends to overlap with more traditional or conven-
tional modes of bullying (Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015), and individuals 
who experience bullying at school are more likely to experience cyberbul-
lying, often by the same perpetrators (Khan et al. 2020; Olweus and Limber 
2018). As is the case with traditional bullying in physical spaces, cyberbul-
lying most often occurs between friends and acquaintances. The highest like-
lihood of cyberbullying perpetration comes from close, personal connec-
tions: people who know each other and have relationships offline (Felmlee 
and Faris 2016). In the case of tween girls, bullying one another online large-
ly happens among girls who know each other in physical peer networks.

Some studies suggest tween girls experience cyberbullying, both as vic-
tims and perpetrators, at higher rates than boys in the same age demographic 
(Felmlee and Faris 2016; Snell and Englander 2010; Thompson 2018). Other 
findings remain inconclusive surrounding how gender mediates cyberbul-
lying behaviors and impacts (Ang and Goh 2010; Beckman, Hagquist, and 
Hellström 2013; Chang 2021). The data on whether gender is a mediating 
factor in how young people experience cyberbullying (whether as perpetra-
tor, victim, or bystander) is messy and inconclusive, even when controlling 
for social media and Internet behavior. 
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Findings that show girls experiencing higher engagement with cyberbul-
lying as both perpetrators and victims may be due in part to how cyberbully-
ing often takes forms that match societal expectations and conditions of tween 
girls’ bullying behavior; that is, online experiences reflect offline conditions 
of life (Nilan et al. 2015; Waasdorp and Bradshaw 2015). Girls are less likely 
to enact physical violence on one another and instead bully through language 
and various social strategies such as rumor spreading, gossip, purposeful ex-
clusion, name calling, and passive aggressive comments. Digital platforms are 
uniquely suited for these types of behavior to translate from offline to online 
space. Additionally, as Mishna et al. write in their work on gender and cy-
berbullying, “gendered and sexualized bullying and cyberbullying have been 
defined variably, leading to a constellation of terms such as harassment, ag-
gression, violence, and bullying to describe similar behaviors and experiences” 
(2020:404). Ranney et al. (2020) find that young people often reject the term 
cyberbullying as they associate it with suicidality and severe depression, instead 
favoring language such as online conflict, which they connect with a broader 
spectrum of peer violence and negative relational behavior, reflecting my 
own findings in how tween girls articulate different points on this spectrum. 

The definition of these terms is necessarily political and shapes how we 
perceive and respond to behaviors. Ging and O’Higgins Norman suggest, 

Problems relating to the definition of cyberbullying arise not only 
from the lack of a comprehensive published instrument to measure 
cyberbullying (Wade and Beran 2011) but also from the fact that gen-
der normativity imposes different standards on boys and girls regard-
ing what constitutes acceptable—or even desirable—levels of aggres-
sion (2016:809). 

How might incongruencies converge with or diverge from how tween girls 
perceive and experience girl-to-girl bullying behaviors?

Tween Girls’ Perceptions of (Cyber)Bullying
Tween girls are socially conditioned to relate to one another in ways that nat-
uralize and normalize toxic girlhood culture, and my research demonstrates 
that tween girls recognize, and sometimes experience, bullying by other tween 
girls offline and online. They understand and seem to accept that, just as in 
physical space, bullying can and does occur on social media.

Brooklyn, a thirteen-year-old Black girl, tells me during our conversa-
tion that she herself has not been bullied, but she has seen bullying happen at 
her school and at basketball practice. She says, “I’ve seen some people yelling 
at or picking on other people and stuff. And I’m just thinking, like, ‘Why do 



120  / C hapter 5

they let that person run over them?’ Why can’t they just tell them to stop?” 
Brooklyn interprets putting a stop to bullying behavior in simple terms. I am 
a little surprised by Brooklyn’s response because on first meeting her, she is 
quiet and reserved; now she speaks with the sort of self-assuredness that sug-
gests she would respond with strength in such a situation, though she tells 
me she has not been the victim of bullying herself. She clearly advocates for 
people standing up for themselves in the face of being bullied. I am curious 
whether she sees cyberbullying in the same way.

KP: Is bullying face-to-face like that different from how bullying hap-
pens online?

BROOKLYN: Yeah. Bullying online, they can like, well, the bully can 
just keep calling you ugly and start some drama. Pretty much 
they’re going to run over you online.

KP: So, it can keep going online? Like, can bullying keep happening?
BROOKLYN: Yeah. I think when it’s happening like, right here, face-

to-face, you can stop it easier.
KP: Can you say more about that?
BROOKLYN: Well, like you can just get in someone’s face and tell them 

to stop. But you can’t really do that online.

Twice during our discussion of bullying, Brooklyn uses the language of some-
one running someone over or being run over. There is a strong presence of 
differential power in how she talks about bullying (Smith et al. 2008; Ybarra 
2012). Additionally, Khan et al. remark that “the online realm is perceived 
as anonymous and invisible, and it offers a lack of personal boundaries. Pun-
ishment, repercussions, and consequences of these actions are also thought 
of as slim in the virtual world” (2020:1). Brooklyn perceives the nature of on-
line space as making it easier for bullies to exercise power and continue bul-
lying behavior versus a face-to-face bullying interaction, where a victim might 
stand up to their bully in a more direct or assertive way.

Jazz, Black and ten years old, has an entirely different take on offline ver-
sus online bullying. About halfway through our interview, the topic turns 
to bullying. I ask her if she thinks bullying at school is different from bully-
ing online. She responds,

Bullying at school, I think that’s more effective because it’s happen-
ing in real life. Online, it’s, I think it’s less effective because you don’t 
know who it is and then you would be like, “No way. I’m just going 
to make sure that this person doesn’t text me anymore.” Like, stay 
off your phone for a couple of days. Maybe they will stop texting you 
or whoever it is. When you’re on social media, you can stop it, like, 



Complex Connections   /  121

by deleting it or something. But at school, you can’t, unless the per-
son, you know, the person agrees to stop it. But you could stop it re-
ally easy on social media . . . [I] think bullying at school is worse than 
bullying on social media.

Jazz and Brooklyn have seemingly diametrically opposed ideas of whether 
offline or online bullying is worse. While Brooklyn thinks face-to-face bul-
lying can be more readily stopped, Jazz declares the opposite, suggesting 
that a victim of bullying on social media could simply delete the bullying con-
tent. In both cases, the girls see stopping the bullying behavior or respond-
ing to it in straightforward terms (“get in their face” or “delete it”), but the 
context of online versus offline colors their perceptions of bullying in mark-
edly different ways.

Meanwhile, my interviewee Starr does not consider traditional bullying 
and cyberbullying to be notably different. Starr, a Black twelve-year-old, talks 
about bullying specifically among girls with noticeable exasperation. She au-
dibly sighs before speaking. 

STARR: So, if you have social media, you can get cyberbullied. But you 
can also get bullied in person. It makes no sense to me because 
they are both bullying, so either way you’re going to get bullied 
basically. [It’s] hurtful either way it goes.

KP: So, you don’t see much difference between them?
STARR: No, it’s like, not that different. It’s still hurtful. Like, we watched 

a video of it happening, like, getting bullied online.
KP: Who is “we”? What was the video about?
STARR: My friends. We watched this video called “Cyberbully.” And 

you could see how her face changes when people send her mean 
comments and stuff. And she never wanted to tell her mom or 
anything because she was scared. But like, I still don’t think they 
are that different. You can still get bullied at school too.

KP: It was a girl being bullied? In the video?
STARR: Yeah, it’s usually a girl.

Returning for a moment to my interviews with Jazz and Brooklyn, I am 
compelled by how, like Starr, they both emphasize the intragender nature of 
bullying behavior, as well as how girls are often represented as primary vic-
tims of bullying (Ging and O’Higgins Norman 2016; Mishna et al. 2020). I 
ask Brooklyn, “When you see bullying happening on social media or at prac-
tice, do you see girls bully each other? Or boys bullying girls? Or . . . ?” She 
matter-of-factly responds, “Oh, it’s girls bullying girls. I think it is mainly 
what girls do.” 
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Jazz reinforces Brooklyn’s statement when she talks about the bullying 
she has seen at school and in movies. 

JAZZ: Girls in particular are the ones getting bullied.
KP: Why do you think it is girls in particular getting bullied?
JAZZ: Well, if I’ve seen boys getting bullied it’s for very different rea-

sons than girls.
KP: What do you mean? 
JAZZ: Like, in most movies you see a girl being bullied and then some-

body trying to help her, but, and she ends up dying because she’s 
getting bullied. That’s when you know you have to stay away from 
those type of situations . . . [You] got to make sure that you safe 
and you all right. You can’t just end your life.

While Brooklyn, Jazz, and Starr all have notably distinct perspectives on 
differences between cyberbullying and face-to-face bullying, and whether 
one kind of bullying is worse or more negatively impactful than another, all 
three of them emphasize a shared perspective on how girls are bullying girls. 
Furthermore, Jazz and Starr’s responses imply that their perceptions and 
knowledge of cyberbullying specifically are gendered. Girls are the victims 
of bullying behavior in the cyberbullying films they have seen. Starr associ-
ates fear with cyberbullying, suggesting that the girl she saw in the video was 
afraid of what was happening to her, and fear precluded the girl from reaching 
out to a parental figure for help and support. Jazz instead draws focus to death 
as a possible outcome of being bullied, which speaks to how public media and 
news media often represent (cyber)bullying as dangerous and potentially 
deadly (Hinduja and Patchin 2018; Nilan et al. 2015). 

I ask my interviewee Noelle, Black and age thirteen, if she can tell me 
about her thoughts on cyberbullying. She says, 

It is when people bully you on a website, and they talk about you and 
give you threats, and they message you and be texting you on Face-
book and Instagram and stuff and Snapchat, and they give you threats, 
and sometimes [the person] commits suicide . . . [And] it can also 
lead to school, and they end up being in a fight, and that person feels 
insecure, and they push over to the point where they are ready to kill 
themselves most of the time. I have seen a cyberbullying movie.

In Noelle’s definition, the impacts of being cyberbullied translate from 
digital to physical space, carrying over to the school environment and again 
possibly resulting in death. The fact that multiple girls reference videos they 
have seen on the matter indicates that media representation plays an impor-
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tant role in how tween girls perceive bullying behavior and impacts as they 
intersect with gender.

Suicide is prominent in these representations, especially in recent pro-
ductions such as the highly popular television show 13 Reasons Why (2017), 
which focuses on sixteen-year-old high school student Hannah Baker com-
mitting suicide in response to a series of traumatic incidences including sala-
cious rumors about her sexual behavior, stalking, and a violent sexual as-
sault. Other recent films such as Odd Girl Out (2004), Cyberbully (2011), Girl 
Fight (2011), and A Girl Like Her (2015) further showcase narratives of tween 
and teen girls as the primary perpetrators and victims of offline and online 
bullying behavior. 

The news media proliferates stories of cyberbullying and trumpets the 
issue, particularly if the cyberbullying case in question results in suicide. News 
reports of these stories do not necessarily encapsulate the complex realities 
of how bullying behavior interacts with suicidal ideation and intention, and 
this interaction is still being teased out in academic literature. Cases of sui-
cide caused solely by cyberbullying are rare, with cases of bullying-related 
suicide most often involving multiple forms of bullying and mixtures of off
line and online aggression as well as high incidence of preexisting mental 
health conditions such as anxiety and depression (Brailovskaia, Teismann, 
and Margraf 2018; LeBlanc 2012). The relationships between bullying and 
suicidal ideation, intention, attempt, and completion are complex and often 
mediated by an accumulation of existing factors such as depression, abuse, 
low self-esteem, isolation, poor school performance, and anxiety (Dorol-Be-
auroy-Eustache and Mishara 2021; Elgin 2014). In a recent Common Sense 
Media report on girls and social media, findings show that

Girls with depressive symptoms were more likely to come across both 
harmful suicide-related content and helpful mental health content, 
compared to girls with no depressive symptoms. Girls with moderate 
to severe depressive symptoms were nearly three times as likely as 
girls without depressive symptoms to come across harmful suicide-
related content across platforms at least monthly. . . . [Yet] girls with 
moderate to severe depressive symptoms were also roughly one and 
a half times as likely as girls without depressive symptoms to say they 
come across helpful mental health resources and content across plat-
forms at least monthly (Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023:10). 

Positive mental health has been shown to mitigate negative potential impacts 
of cyberbullying victimization (Brailovskaia, Teismann, and Margraf 2018; 
Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023), and a variety of support measures can help to 
shield young people from the harmful impacts of (cyber)bullying.
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The matter of youth and suicidal ideation, attempt, and completion must 
be taken extremely seriously. An influx of research in recent years has brought 
further attention to the issue, with a new term, cyberbullicide, coined by Sa-
meer Hinduja and Justin Patchin of the Cyberbullying Research Center. The 
term notes suicides “directly or indirectly influenced by online aggression or 
cyberbullying” (Schonfeld et al. 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic has brought 
further attention to the question of young people and mental well-being 
(CDC 2022; Marciano et al. 2022; Tanner and Wang 2023). Interventions, 
support, and resources must be channeled to demographics of young people 
who are most likely to experience social isolation, targeting, victimization, 
and discrimination and who have less access to crucial resources such as 
mental health care. Research has yet to bear out the weight and relationship 
of social media as a direct cause of suicidal ideation, intention, attempt, and 
completion (Bauman, Toomey, and Walker 2013; Hinduja and Patchin 2010; 
Kim and Leventhal 2008; Klomek, Sourander, and Gould 2010; LeBlanc 2012; 
Van Geel, Vedder, and Tanilon 2014), in particular as it relates to gender. In 
a systematic review of the literature on cyberbullying and suicidal and self-
harm behaviors, Dorol-Beauroy-Eustache and Mishara report,

Gender or sex was also investigated, but studies did not have consis-
tent findings using different methodologies. Studies generally simply 
compared girls and boys. Some studies found no significant interac-
tion with gender or sex (Arango et al. 2016; Bonanno and Hymel 2013; 
Fredrick and Demaray 2018; Lucas-Molina et al. 2018), whereas oth-
ers found significant differences, often showing greater incidence in 
girls (victims and perpetrators) (Kim et al. 2019a, Kim et al. 2019b; 
Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. 2018; Strohacker et al. 2019; Wang et al. 2018; 
Williams et al. 2017; Zaborskis et al. 2019). All studies reported low 
to moderate effect sizes (2021:5).

Considering cyberbullying as a sole or direct cause of youth suicide is a 
crucial question, and further inquiry is necessary to critically conceptualize 
this relationship. Accounting for many variables is prudent, as arguing di-
rect causation can cloud the complexity of how sociopolitical realities and 
identities influence how young people experience their digital worlds and 
strip back the positives of social media participation regarding self-presenta-
tion, agency, community building, and connection (Austin et al. 2020; Berg-
er et al. 2022; boyd 2014; Erigha and Crooks-Allen 2020; Farrell 2022; Nesi, 
Mann, and Robb 2023; Kelly 2018). Evidence suggests that there is an increased 
possibility of suicidal ideation and intention when there are multiple and co-
existing risk factors (Alavi et al. 2015; Elgin 2014). How cyberbullying cases 
are reported, in company with popular culture representations of the issue, 
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can make it seem as though most teens and tweens experience cyberbullying 
as symptomatic of just being on social media (Briggs 2012; Ybarra 2012) and 
that girls are most at risk of its harmful impacts. More research is necessary 
to understand if and how gender differences result in higher risk and likeli-
hood of suicidal ideation, intention, attempt, and completion in relation to 
cyberbullying.

The whole notion of cyberbullying, as both lexicon and area of inquiry, 
is still tremendously new, and thus it is difficult to draw any definitive con-
clusions on the impacts of cyberbullying. That said, because some existing 
literature on cyberbullying does suggest that tween and teen girls are at 
heightened risk of cyberbullying as both victims and perpetrators (Dorol-
Beauroy-Eustache and Mishara 2021; Felmlee and Faris 2016; Mishna et al. 
2020; Snell and Englander 2010), more needs to be done in terms of tailoring 
cyberbullying responses and interventions to the uniquely gendered ways 
tween girls relate to one another. I emphasize once again that dissonant def-
initions of cyberbullying may obscure the scope and prevalence of the issue 
and create more cause for alarm among parents and adult authorities than 
is perhaps productive, especially because girls themselves may not define or 
characterize (cyber)bullying in the same terms as academics, health profes-
sionals, and educators. Exchanges of drama among tween girls online can 
look remarkably like hallmarks of gendered bullying (gossip, rumors, exclu-
sion, etc.) in the eyes of parents and concerned adults, but tween girls them-
selves do not see such exchanges that way. They frame drama as a highly rou-
tine part of their normal social media practices—but the tween girls I talked 
with are definitely “over” the drama.

Relational “Drama”
Bullying and drama are sometimes understood by adult authorities as being 
one and the same (boyd 2014; Mishna et al. 2020), but tween girls generally 
view them as distinct from one another. Bullying is roundly viewed as some-
thing uniquely harmful and persistent that can have very real and damaging 
impacts on its victims, including death. According to the tween girls I spoke 
with, bullying is not something that happens to everyone, but girls learn about 
it, see it happening in media and in their lives, and articulate specific out-
comes of bullying that render it different from relational drama. Converse-
ly, drama is framed by tween girls as a highly normative—albeit annoying 
and sometimes frustrating—part of everyday existence. Tween girls lament 
social media as a vehicle for creating and heightening drama in their lives.

As part of the dominant “mean girl” narrative, American society associ-
ates drama with tween and teen girls (boyd 2014; Marwick and boyd 2014). 
boyd defines drama “as various forms of interpersonal conflict that ranges 
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from insignificant joking around to serious jealousy-driven relational aggres-
sion” (2014:137). Drama on social media is performance in that it takes place 
in front of some kind of audience, whether on a public platform or within a 
private group of friends. Both offline and online drama among girls may re-
produce gendered norms and reinforce gender scripts of heteronormative 
girlhood, particularly surrounding seeking male attention and ascribing to 
certain standards of feminine appearance (Marwick and boyd 2014).

While drama often includes elements of what adults might see as gendered 
bullying behavior, such as gossip and rumor spreading, girls themselves see 
drama as set apart from bullying. This is not to suggest that experiences 
wrought by drama between and among girl peer groups are somehow devoid 
of harm but rather to emphasize that tween girls themselves make discursive 
distinctions between bullying and drama and how these things are felt in 
their lives. There may be some social desirability bias happening in girls’ re-
sponses, as some research (and my own experience as a tween girl) demon-
strates that tween girls may be drawn to drama as they test boundaries in 
their relationships, navigate friendships, and continue to self- and socially 
develop (Ging and O’Higgins Norman 2016; Hey 1997; Letendre 2007; Nilan 
et al. 2015; Shields Dobson 2011). It was interesting to find that the girls I in-
terviewed actively express disdain for drama on social media while simul-
taneously viewing it as a normal part of how they relate to one another—a 
part they would ostensibly prefer to do without.

Dani, thirteen years old and Black, almost exclusively uses her social me-
dia accounts to interact with friends and family rather than post public con-
tent. She strongly dislikes the drama she sees on social media and explains 
how when drama happens among her friends online, she takes control of the 
content on her Facebook feed and deletes or blocks it.

DANI: If it gets, like, that serious with this drama, I just delete it off 
my Facebook. Even if it’s not me, even if I’m not involved in the 
drama, like if I just see it and it’s just like, ugh, then I just block 
it off my Facebook because I don’t like to see it.

KP: So, drama is a bad part of being on Facebook?
DANI: (laughs) Some people just don’t know how to use social media 

correctly.
KP: Can you tell me what you mean?
DANI: Like, they use it in a negative way, you know? Like to start dra-

ma. Or they advertise drama when they shouldn’t be like that. They 
should just talk to people or share what’s going on in their lives.

Chrissy, also thirteen years old and Black, similarly points out how Facebook 
is a platform for drama.
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CHRISSY: I’m so over the drama. Facebook is just too much drama, 
so I just stay on Snapchat basically, so I can just talk to my friends.

KP: Snapchat doesn’t have as much drama?
CHRISSY: No, because like, you just send snaps to your friends, and 

they send them to you. It’s more chill. I have more of my close 
friends on Snapchat.

KP: Does Facebook feel different? Like, in terms of talking and con-
necting with friends?

CHRISSY: It’s just like, bigger. You see more of what people got going 
on. I like knowing what’s going on, but I don’t like the drama. I 
don’t really like it too much, so I just stay off Facebook for the 
most part.

In addition to Dani and Chrissy, other girls suggest that social media can 
contribute to the escalation of drama among friends and peer groups. The 
social nature of the platforms creates more mechanisms for people to see 
drama-related content and potentially incites participation. When this hap-
pens, girls may remove themselves, emotionally and literally, from the plat-
form in question or remove the content to disengage and indicate their de-
sire to not get involved.

Drama comes up again in my interview with Jessie, a funny and animated 
Black twelve-year-old. When we talk about how people her age use social me-
dia, Jessie launches into a tirade about relationships, gender roles, and dra-
ma. She explains,

Oh my god, so, like, it seems like out of all the relationships in my 
school, they all just start drama. That’s why I’m like, no I don’t want 
to have a boyfriend, it’s going to start drama. And I don’t want to be 
in no drama. [Boys] at my age, they’re really dumb. Like seriously. Like 
the girls will have all this drama with each other online about, “You 
stole my boyfriend, and I don’t like you because you’re ugly” and all 
this stuff, and I just think it’s stupid. Nobody should be arguing over 
that. Nobody should have a boyfriend at this age because you still have 
a long ways to go in school and you should be getting your grades up 
instead of talking about having boyfriends and girlfriends. And that’s 
just how I feel. I just had to let it out.

Jessie seems authentically irritated at how other girls behave and sets herself 
apart from them. The gendered nature of drama is evident in how she ex-
presses her negative feelings about these interactions and performances. Girl-
specific drama is related to stolen boyfriends and physical appearance, re-
inforcing a heteronormative script of tween girl concerns. Jessie indicates that 
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she sees drama playing out among relationships at her school but that girls 
are engaging in relational drama in online space as well.

Jessie adopts a second-person point of view at the end of her rant, sug-
gesting that girls her age should be focused on doing well in school rather 
than on what she sees as petty or frivolous concerns with boyfriends and look-
ing a certain way. There is a “Girl Power!” ethos at play here. Jessie empha-
sizes doing well in school and effectively distances herself from girls who 
occupy themselves with things like boyfriends and physical appearance. Like-
wise, my interviewees respond to the Pretty or Ugly trend by setting them-
selves apart from producing that kind of appearance-related content on You-
Tube. They recognize attention seeking as a motivation behind why some 
tween girls post Pretty or Ugly videos and largely disassociate with such on-
line behavior. Referencing a 2014 study by Brandes and Levin, Ging and 
O’Higgins Norman reflect on research findings with teenage girls on friend-
ships and what it means to be a “good girlfriend,” including, “knowing whom 
to friend, avoiding danger and conflict, showing support, and not posting 
too many trivial or attention-seeking statuses or selfies. There was consensus 
that if a girl posted sexual or self-indulgent photos of herself, she was asking 
for criticism” (2016:807). More needs to be explored about how tween girl 
relational drama as a gendered performance on social media (Butler 1990; 
Marwick and boyd 2014) intersects with social and cultural expectations that 
tween girls make themselves visible online.

There is a compelling connection between my interviewees’ disdain for 
drama on social media and the digital authenticity values system they often 
leveled against the girls in the Pretty or Ugly videos. The feeling I got from 
my interviewees is that drama among friends and peers on social media is 
generally viewed as shallow, superficial, and attention seeking—not unlike 
how many of them describe the content of Pretty or Ugly videos. There is a 
clear value difference in how tween girls characterize posting publicly on so-
cial media about personal passions and interests, such as dance and art, and 
posting more gender laden and loaded content, such as dating and appear-
ance, that could catalyze drama.

None of the girls I interviewed articulated an appreciation for or desire 
to be involved in drama. The girls position themselves as “above” the drama 
they see happening around them (again, at least in terms of what they shared 
with me). They see it as an expressly negative and unappealing aspect of par-
ticipation on social media, but one set apart from bullying in the sense that 
it is less harmful and more routine, something that “comes with the terri-
tory” that they have come to expect as part of being active online. They find 
ways to remove themselves from drama by staying off certain platforms and 
by blocking or deleting drama-related content from their social media feeds. 
So while tween girls do define social media in part by the possibility of wit-



Complex Connections   /  129

nessing and experiencing social conflict either through (cyber)bullying or 
relational drama, neither of these aspects are enough to annul their desire 
to stay connected online. Indeed, the girls regularly verbalized connection 
with friends as their primary motivation for signing on.

Staying Connected: Friendship,  
Homosocial Support, and Affirmation

Returning once again to my interview with Jessie, I am compelled by how 
she levels a diatribe against girlhood drama on social media but a few mo-
ments later shares a story about posting her own appearance-related content, 
not publicly on YouTube but on Snapchat. She explains why one day she de-
cided to post her own version of a Pretty or Ugly video to a small circle of 
friends on Snapchat:

So on Snapchat I asked [my friends], Am I pretty or ugly? It made me 
feel good because most people said pretty, but I think I’m ugly. I don’t 
know why I did it. I really don’t. I just did it for the moment. I most-
ly have my friends on Snapchat, and I know they can tell the truth to 
me. [Because] at that time I was kind of in a dark place. And like, I 
don’t know, I just had an emotional breakdown. Like sometimes I just 
cry and I don’t know why. I think it might be about schoolwork, dra-
ma, because there’s lots of things going on. But yeah, that’s why. I just 
thought about it, and was like, well, maybe my friends can make me 
feel better, and they did.

Girlhood studies scholars widely acknowledge the gravity of connection, 
friendship, and support among tween girls during crucial developmental 
years (Hadley 2003; Hinkelman 2017; Mikel Brown 2003; Simmons 2002), 
and maintenance of friendships online relates to bolstering girls’ self-esteem 
(Brandes and Levin 2014; Letendre 2007; Shields Dobson 2011; Wade 2019b). 
Even while recognizing gendered bullying behavior and relational drama as 
unfavorable aspects of social media participation, tween girls characterize 
social media as a place where they seek respite from bullying and drama, sup-
port and affirm one another, maintain strong connections to existing friends, 
and in some cases, make new friends.

Jessie frames her Pretty or Ugly snap as a spur of the moment decision 
but sees it as a mechanism for seeking social support from a group of friends 
on social media. She talks about the drama in her life, the stress associated 
with school, and how she turns to friends in moments when she is feeling 
downtrodden. Unlike how girls in the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend position 
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their friends in physical networks as untrustworthy in offering objective as-
sessments of appearance, Jessie tells me she can trust her friends to tell her 
the truth. She explains to me how her friends always “like” each other’s con-
tent on social media as a “way to support one another.”

My conversation with Kendra stays with me long after our interview ends. 
I meet Kendra, Black and age thirteen, at her after-school program. It takes 
her a while to warm up in our conversation. She gets perceptibly closed off 
during our interview, and it is clear that she is uncomfortable talking about 
her experiences at school. Kendra tells me that every day at school, people 
call her ugly. She shifts around in her chair and looks down at her feet. When 
I prompt her to say more if she is willing, she gets quiet and indicates that 
she would rather not. She clearly experiences pain and discomfort connected 
to the politics of appearance and the social and cultural value associated with 
being a pretty girl. Importantly, Kendra indicates to me that her experiences 
of being bullied occur in the school environment, not on social media.

Kendra uses several social media platforms daily (Snapchat in particular) 
and articulates that her favorite thing about being online is being constantly 
connected to her friends. She tells me, “I can just be myself. I can send pic-
tures and videos to my friends. We can just talk and be good. It just makes 
me feel good.” Rather than experiencing social media as a medium of bul-
lying, Kendra finds solace through participation in online space. Tween girls 
use social media to seek out connection and support one another—a crucial 
counterpoint to the “mean girls” narrative that dominates popular culture 
representations and public perceptions of tween girl relationships.

Throughout the interview process, girls often talked about or showed me 
how they interact with their friends on social media. Many literally pulled 
out their phones and showed me Snapchats, images, and short videos they sent 
to their friends. Some of the content was completely unintelligible to me, and 
when I asked about ask what it means, I got smiles and coy responses, suggest-
ing that some girls create almost secret languages with friends on social me-
dia using emoji, images, hashtags, and special words to ensure group privacy 
and foster deeper connections (Thompson 2018). The content I did under-
stand ranged from mundane, everyday exchanges to silly expressive content, 
gentle ribbing, and inside jokes to obvious affection, affirmation, and support.

Noelle, the thirteen-year-old Black girl who loves nail art, tells me that 
she, along with two of her friends who share her passion, exchange pictures 
nearly every day, showcasing their own nail art or expert nail art to one an-
other for inspiration. She shows me a series of photos that she and her two 
friends shared in a Snapchat group.

KP: Is that something you like about social media? Being able to share 
pictures like this?
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NOELLE: I love nails, like doing my nails in different ways. When I 
send pictures of my nail art to [my friends], they support me, or 
like, tell me what I need to do better. I do it for them too.

KP: What else do you do with friends on social media?
NOELLE: I can talk to my friends and ask them for advice, like when-

ever I need help and stuff. Maybe we can connect to hang out and 
study and do stuff like that. And other than that, we just be talk-
ing to each other all the time. I’ll be on Snapchat and just be on 
my phone, chillin’ with my friends.

Noelle uses social media to contact friends to study or spend time together, 
but she also describes Snapchat almost as its own tangible space, as though 
it is not entirely unlike being with her friends at school or the mall.

Snapchat operates in such a way that users can send and watch content 
in real time (Common Sense Media 2024). If tween girls are on Snapchat with 
a circle of friends at the same time, they can send short burst images and video 
content to each other quickly enough for it to feel like a regular conversation 
and continual flow of information. Noelle is not the only interviewee who 
implies a fluidity between the physical and the digital—or the importance 
of using social media to facilitate spending time with friends in physical space. 
Toward the end of our interview, I ask Black twelve-year-old Starr to tell me 
how she would feel if she did not have social media anymore. She responds, 

Like if I didn’t have social media, I don’t know what I would do. Like, 
you can’t give someone something and then get too attached to it and 
then take it from them. I think the best thing that’s happened to me is 
social media. Because before social media, I was always in the house 
not doing anything. Now, I’m able to get out of the house on my own 
and see friends, make plans, and we hang out and stuff like that.

Some of this feeling may be a function of Starr’s age as she gets older and spends 
more time independently with friends and peers with less adult supervision, 
but the ability to contact friends to see them in physical space registers as an 
important function of social media. Tween girls also suggest that they want 
interactions to continue beyond the boundaries of the physical. As Sinead, 
a ten-year-old Black girl, explains, 

I think it’s important for us to be on social media, because, like, what 
if you’re not able to see your friends? Then you can just talk to them 
on social media and interact. Sometimes I feel like I need that, like, 
just interacting with my friends and stuff. Social media is basically 
like that, instead of talking in a person’s face.
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Like Sinead, other girls indicate a sense of concern that they would feel 
disconnected or isolated if they no longer were able to use social media to 
communicate with friends. Brooklyn, Black and thirteen years old, expresses, 

I honestly don’t really know what I would do if I didn’t have social 
media. Because I like to talk to my friends when I am not with them . . . 
[If] I didn’t have social media, like, well, you wouldn’t be able to com-
municate with your friends outside of school if you only see them in 
school and stuff.

Tween girls place significant emphasis on being able to stay in contact with 
one another outside of school and on knowing that they can reach out to one 
another if they need (Anderson and Jiang 2018a; Bulger et al. 2021; Vogels, 
Gelles-Watnick, and Massarat 2022; Wade 2019b). 

Tania, a Latina eleven-year-old, tells me, “It’s really important to me to 
be able to stay in contact with my friends. Like, it’s literally the only reason 
I have [social media], is so I can talk to my friends.” Research corroborates 
how young people think about social media as a critical platform for staying 
in touch with friends (boyd 2014; Lenhart et al. 2015; Thompson 2018). Not 
only do they use it to stay in regular contact with friends, but the user-gen-
erated nature of social media and the possibilities of self-representation on-
line also help tween girls engage with one another’s content in meaningful 
ways, allowing them to know more about what is going on in each other’s 
lives and understand how each other are feeling.

Tween girls commonly reference using social media to prevent feelings 
of isolation and emphasize belonging. Though I did not address race in a crit-
ical way in my interview guide or explicitly bring up racial identity during 
the interview process, the majority of my interviewee participants identify 
as girls of color (thirteen Black girls and three Latina girls) and place clear 
significance on friend relationships and community in digital space (Barner 
2016; Brown 2013; Erigha and Crooks-Allen 2020; Kelly 2018; Wade 2019b). 
The dynamics of Black girls’ friendship communities on social media is an 
area ripe for continued sociological inquiry toward disrupting hegemonic 
constructions and limiting tropes that position Black girls as deviant or de-
linquent (Morris 2015; Wade 2019b). Both Jazz (Black and age ten) and Mi-
chelle (Black and age eleven) offer thought-provoking perspectives on why 
social media is important to them for feeling connected and supported. Jazz 
tells me,

If I didn’t have social media, I would feel left out, like I couldn’t talk 
to my friends or nothing. I would feel lonely because I just couldn’t 
do anything . . . [I] think that would get so many people frustrated 
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if [social media] just didn’t exist. The world would be foggy, lonely. 
What’s the word? Where it’s so weird and dark and nothing’s up there? 
I think it’s called a desert? Yeah, like a desert.

Relatedly, Michelle explains how social media helped her adapt after a big 
transition in her life:

When we moved this summer, it was kind of a big move, and I didn’t 
know anybody at my new school. And then I started to meet people 
and I started to have friends, and social media just came with it. And 
the people I knew last year, I didn’t know what they were up to, and 
I got my new friends’ social media, so now I can just snap everyone 
and do all of this on social media . . . [social] media helped me make 
friends, and my friends helped show me about social media.

Social theorist Barrie Thorne, in her work Gender Play, positions children 
as agential social actors, suggesting, “Children’s interactions are not prepa-
ration for life; they are life itself” (1993:3). Social media participation, for Amer-
ican tween girls, is the stuff of life in contemporary society, and they use it 
to feel more connected to one another. There can be safety in how tween girls 
create homosocial spaces in the digital realm—where girls can be real, silly, 
sad, or struggling (Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Tanner and Wang 2023). They 
can share experiences, publicly or privately, with friends and/or other tween 
girls via the digital girlhoods they produce and participate in. Social media 
can literally function as a safe space for girls, and tween girls consistently 
use their friend communities on social media to bolster and offer homosocial 
connection, support, and affirmation. Bullying at school or in other physical 
spaces may be an impetus for increased social media participation among 
girls, which can be a very positive thing. For some girls, connection on social 
media can make all the difference.

Conclusions: The Importance of Social Media in 
Maintaining Friendships

The spectrum of tween girls’ relational behavior—from intragender bullying 
to relational drama to friendship, homosocial affirmation, and support—oc-
curs across social media with nuance. Bullying remains a serious social issue 
that must be addressed with care as well as consideration of how youth de-
fine and characterize bullying experiences. Research is this area needs to con-
tinually center experiences and voices of young people, who may define bul-
lying behavior and relational aggression in ways set apart from the adults 
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who care about them. Without consistent definitions and measures of (cy-
ber)bullying across inquiries, it is highly difficult to ascertain broader im-
pacts and implications for American tween girls within different identity cat-
egories. Questions of gender and sociocultural conditioning of young people 
within a cis-hetero patriarchal system must be considered as we address 
(cyber)bullying as an ongoing social problem. As Ging and O’Higgins Nor-
man argue, 

Understanding how girls (and boys) do friendship, conflict, and con-
flict resolution off- and online must therefore go beyond gender-blind 
anti-bullying policies and internet safety programmes, many of which 
reinforce the notion of female victim culpability (Shields Dobson and 
Ringrose 2016), to take into account the wider social and cultural con-
texts in which young people operate (Martha Hadley 2003) (2016:818).

Tween girls demonstrate that despite the possibility of having negative 
social experiences online, social media is unequivocally important in their 
lives, and they largely use it to stay connected with friends and find support 
within existing peer networks. Young people, especially those in the tween 
and teen categories, are likely to spend more time interacting with their friends 
than with their parents (Davis 2010; Palfrey and Gasser 2016), and they are 
doing a significant portion of this interacting in digital space. While realities 
of increased time online among youth may heighten feelings of concern among 
adults, my findings show that it is important for tween girls to make them-
selves visible on social media and interact with other girls in digital spaces, in 
no small part to maintain friendships, connections, and support one another.



In May 2019, a New Jersey online newspaper reported a story about a twen-
ty-three-year-old man who attempted to lure a twelve-year-old girl into a 
sexual encounter using social media with the headline “Family Catches 

Online Predator Trying to Lure 12-Year-Old N.J. Girl for Sex through Social 
Media, Prosecutor Says” (Attrino 2019). Using an undisclosed chatting ap-
plication, the man contacted the girl, initiated sexually explicit dialogue, and 
suggested they meet in person. The family of the girl found out about the 
online communication and intervened, reporting the man to local authori-
ties. Detectives from the county cybercrime unit traveled to Delaware armed 
with a search warrant and proceeded to arrest the man on counts of luring, 
attempted aggravated sexual assault, and attempted endangering the welfare 
of a child. In the article, the girl’s role and perspective are not mentioned at 
all; we are given no sense of how she interacted with this person, whether she 
responded to advances, and how they made her feel. Although understand-
able that the article seeks to protect the privacy of a minor, the total lack of 
her presence in the story situates her without voice and the reader without 
context. The article is peppered with inserted clickbait links to other web-
sites such as “Predators use these 19 apps to lure minors. This is what parents 
need to know.”

A quick Internet search on safety tips for parents with kids and teens on 
social media reveals countless websites and blog posts about the subject, 
most of which emphasize a tone of concern or outright fear: “A Complete 

6

Playing It Safe

Parents, Privacy, and “Appropriate Behavior”

“The way the media treats women on the edge of adulthood 
sets a standard for limiting their political and social power 
for the rest of their lives.” 

—Goetzman 2014:1
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Guide to Potentially Dangerous Apps All Parents Should Be Aware Of” (Rohm 
Nulsen 2023), “What Do Parents Need to Know about Teens and Sexting” 
(Ehrenreich 2020), “The Facts about Online Predators Every Parent Should 
Know” (Elgersma 2017), “11 Parental Control and Monitoring Apps We Rec-
ommend in 2023” (Modglin and McCormick 2024). These websites are geared 
toward parents gaining knowledge about how to mediate and potentially in-
tervene in what their children are doing online. The headlines clearly capi-
talize on adult fears with language like dangerous, predators, and need to know.

What kind of information leads to and reproduces gendered moral panic 
about tween girls on social media? And how is that information being framed 
(Cohen 1972; Driscoll and Gregg 2008; Thiel-Stern 2014)? I contextualize the 
risks tween girls face online and investigate how popular and public media 
often capitalize on adult concerns by reiterating inflammatory narratives 
of the ways girls are perceived to be at risk in digital space, including fears 
brought to the fore by the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend. Tween girls inter-
nalize parental concerns, and they emphasize the role parents play in estab-
lishing rules and determining what is appropriate and inappropriate online 
content. They also articulate how the age of a girl matters in characterizing 
and enacting safety on social media.

Tween girls demonstrated their digital knowledge to me in how they make 
accounts public versus private, how they follow someone or let someone fol-
low them, and how they block someone from seeing their content. Incorpo-
rating what they learn from parents, peers, and through their own use, tween 
girls develop strategies of assessing risk and potential harm and learn to keen-
ly balance the importance and desire to participate on social media and main-
tain visibility and self-presentation with keeping themselves safe in digital 
spaces.

In 1999, sociologist Barry Glassner published The Culture of Fear. In it, 
Glassner argues that it is not the actual level of risk and danger that has in-
creased in the lives of Americans in recent decades but rather the perception 
of risk and danger. Glassner points out the strategic functions of social in-
stitutions and organizations that profit from the cultivation of fear in Amer-
ican society, using fear to regulate and control everyday social practices. Cru-
cially, fear is not necessarily related to a direct level or possibility of a specific 
risk or threat; it is a product of perception and how the media shapes public 
perceptions of critical social and cultural issues (Glassner 1999). The over-
arching connotation from the web search on keeping children safe online is 
that parents fear (or should fear) their children putting themselves at risk of 
victimization by online predators. However, my findings show that tween 
girls largely use social media to connect with friends and engage their inter-
ests (Farrell 2022; Metcalfe and Llewellyn 2020; Ringrose et al. 2013). Par-
ents play a significant role in helping tween girls learn not only to use and 
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navigate these platforms but also to approach them with a level of fear and 
caution.

All twenty-six of my interviewees articulated having some form of pa-
rental involvement in their social media use, whether having discussions with 
parents about social media or parents looking over the content girls intend 
to post. More than this, I found that girls rely heavily on their parents and 
other adult figures they trust in mediating and navigating social media use 
and participation, particularly in a younger tween age bracket of ten or elev-
en years old. The girls in my study both outwardly articulate the paramount 
position of parents in managing social media participation and demonstrate 
an internalization of adult-centered fears and concerns about girls’ visibil-
ity on social media.

The Goetzman (2014) quote that opens this chapter brings to the fore the 
harm that media does in impacting girls’ social and political power when 
they are painted in stark terms and positioned solely as vulnerable subjects. 
Societally speaking, we cannot and should not paint online space as inher-
ently bad, perilous, or hazardous for tween girls. Nor can or should we pro-
claim it as inherently good, safe, secure, and democratizing. Gendered pow-
er dynamics inform all our social structures, institutions, and relationships, 
including social media, which necessarily colors how adult stakeholders feel 
about girls participating on these platforms. That said, most American tween 
girls are now living their lives in a fluid exchange between offline and online 
interactions and experiences (Anderson 2018; Common Sense Media 2018; 
Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, and Massarat 2022), and that reality is unlikely to 
change. Social media participation and visibility have become normal parts 
of their daily lives. As today’s tween girls grow up on social media, they learn 
how to balance the importance of online visibility (Banet-Weiser 2014; Har-
ris 2004b; Shields Dobson 2015; Zaslow 2009) with understanding risks and 
internalizing fears associated with that visibility. Some of this balance they 
learn by themselves, some from their peers, and a noteworthy amount from 
their parents.

Contextualizing Risk: What Are the Fears?
Cassell and Cramer write in their 2008 article “High Tech or High Risk: Mor-
al Panics about Girls Online,” 

There has been a recurring moral panic throughout history, not just 
over real threats of technological danger, but over the compromised 
virtue of young girls, parental loss of control in the face of a seduc-
tive machine, and the debate over whether women can ever be high-
tech without being in jeopardy (2).
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In recent years, networks have broadcast several news media and popular 
media stories of children, almost always girls, some as young as nine or ten, 
being sought out by Internet predators (Borrelli 2018; Nicolaou 2020; Russell 
2019). Private information is collected and shared, and strange men target 
and solicit girls for online sex or explicit images and videos of their bodies. 
Stories warn against girls sharing too much information and suggest that the 
best defense for avoiding unwanted online attention is to not make oneself 
vulnerable in the first place, often trumpeting the tagline “What happens on 
the Internet, stays on the Internet.” Parents of young girls, and young girls 
themselves, appear to be the most common intended audiences for these pro-
vocative stories, websites, and online organizations.

The story of the girl in New Jersey needs to be taken seriously. No child 
should ever be the victim of any form of violence, period. The way such sto-
ries are reported, however, can work to reproduce gendered moral panic that 
renders the perceived threat of online predators ultimately more substantial 
than is perhaps necessary or useful. When news media and online news out-
lets report about an online predator, whether at a local or national level, the 
story may proliferate, get shared on various sites and platforms, and become 
widely available to audiences via the information-passing nature of the In-
ternet. Incendiary headlines become clickbait influencing more clicks and 
shares, and as the story becomes more popular, it plays more heavily on so-
cietal fears and perceptions. People are left feeling like these incidents are 
common. But the hyperbolized spin of these kinds of stories distracts from 
a crucial reality of child abuse and violence, whether sexual or otherwise; 
most of these occurrences are not taking place online but in private spaces 
such as homes, and they are most often perpetrated by a person a child knows 
and trusts (boyd 2014; Wolak, Finkelhor, and Mitchell 2008).

A study conducted by the Crimes against Children Research Center at 
the University of New Hampshire finds that reports of unwanted sexual so-
licitation online declined well over 50 percent between 2000 and 2010. This 
study analyzes findings from the 2010 Youth Internet Safety Study (YISS), 
which indicate that 9 percent of young people (ages ten to seventeen) had 
received unwanted sexual solicitation; importantly, these solicitations more 
often than not came from fellow youth, not adult strangers (Jones, Mitchell, 
and Finkelhor 2012). However, the image of the creepy adult man stalking 
young girls and asking for sexually explicit content on the Internet is power-
ful, and the possibility of sexual predation is regularly cited as a prominent 
concern adults have about tween girls online. There has been some indica-
tion that sexual predation increased during the COVID-19 pandemic; this 
needs to be addressed in earnest (Jakes 2021; O’Donnell 2021), yet the re-
search is cloudy and indefinite. It is difficult to parse whether this increase 
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is statistically significant given the overall increase of Internet use that oc-
curred during the first year of the COVID pandemic.

Communications scholar Amy Hasinoff poignantly suggests that “girls’ 
online media production and forms of digital authorship are seen as danger-
ous and irresponsible if they merely self-identify as young and female” (2013:​
452). From a social constructionist lens that inscribes meanings to a gender 
binary, the discursive framing of being young and female online as inher-
ently risky in the American adult social imaginary precludes any possibil-
ity of tween girls experiencing gender equity and empowerment in digital 
space. Tween girls across identity categories can be and are agential online 
and in their social media use (Barner 2016; Erigha and Crooks-Allen 2020; 
Farrell 2022; Preston-Sidler 2015; Shields Dobson 2015; Wade 2019a), and to 
suggest that girls are in danger by virtue of assigned sex category and age alone 
is to critically flatten the empowering and liberatory possibilities of digital 
space.

In addition to sexual predators, adults fear that strangers may gain and 
use private information against young girls. They worry about tween girls 
posting sexualized content and this content living on the Internet forever 
with the potential to damage or negatively impact girls’ reputations and pos-
sibilities for future careers, relationships, opportunities, and so on (Albury 
and Crawford 2012; Ramirez et al. 2022; Sales 2016; Salter 2016). There is also 
a concern among older generations that young people today are addicted to 
social media and unable to connect in other more “meaningful” ways (boyd 
2014). Furthermore, recent years have seen an uptick in inquiry into moral 
panic surrounding teen sexting, which is defined as sending sexually explicit 
photographs or messages via mobile phone (Best and Bogle 2014; Hasinoff 
2013; Klettke, Hallford, and Mellor 2014; Lippman and Campbell 2014; Salt-
er 2016). Because sexting occurs most often through private messaging and 
not via social media applications, it is not within the scope of my study, but 
it certainly demands further sociological inquiry as a recognized cultural 
phenomenon, prominent practice of tween and teen digital communication, 
and catalyst for contemporary gendered moral panics.

Some view tween girls as narcissists, obsessed with looking at themselves 
and taking selfies to post and publicize on social media (Boursier, Gioia, and 
Griffiths 2020; Dvorak 2013; Saeed 2017).

There also appears to have been a shift away from predominantly ver-
bal interchange online to a visual and audio exchange online, which 
has been facilitated by technological advancements. Mobile devices 
now have state of the art cameras that are designed to take profes-
sional-quality photos and videos. Additionally, the nature of social 
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media applications like Snapchat and Instagram provides the tools 
for image capture, manipulation, and display. This has led to a notion 
of the “female selfie”; that is, pictures of the self, which have been de-
scribed at an individual level as a form of narcissism, with concerns 
being raised around the effects on self-esteem (Butkowski et al. 2020; 
Dobson 2012; Twenge 2010) (Farrell 2022:8).

Cyberbullying has emerged as a chief concern, as well as social media 
use among youth as a public health issue. These arguments frame social me-
dia as responsible for increases in depression and anxiety among American 
youth—and among girls in particular (Attia 2023; Keles, McCrae, and Gre-
alish 2020; Kelly et al. 2018; Salomon 2017; Seabrook, Kern, and Rickard 
2016; Twenge 2023; Vidal et al. 2020; Valkenburg, Meier, and Beyens 2022). 
This picture is more complex than it first appears. As mentioned in the pre-
vious chapter, cyberbullying is frequently defined in various ways, and its 
logics and legibility often differ between adults and youth. Much of the re-
search on social media as correlated with depression and anxiety in adoles-
cents is systematic review, cross-sectional methodology, and there remains 
a general dearth of qualitative inquiry and longitudinal study design to pro-
vide a fuller conception of the impacts and influence of social media on ado-
lescents across and within identity categories. It is imperative that we address 
social media use with nuance and that tween girls are an active part of that 
conversation. 

The Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend and responses to it showcase how a va-
riety of adult-centered fears are brought to the fore as girls make their bodies 
available on a public digital platform. In 2012 and 2013, as the trend was grow-
ing and being picked up by the news media, reaction and commentary from 
adult journalists, health professionals, and a handful of academics empha-
sized how girls are already vulnerable in digital space and how the trend was 
only exacerbating the issue (Nurka 2014; Italie 2012). Importantly, the tween 
girls making videos as part of the trend were blamed for making themselves 
targets for not only predators and trolls but also public scrutiny and derision. 
The trend was largely considered evidence of a gendered crisis of self-esteem 
(Banet-Weiser 2014; Nurka 2014; Orenstein 1994).

These alarmist reactions are underscored by gendered narratives of girls 
as more vulnerable to criticism and more likely to seek and need approval 
from external sources. Some news stories labeled the trend “dangerous” and 
“disturbing” (Maldonado 2013; Quenqua 2014) while others called it “sad” 
or “heartbreaking” (Kennedy 2013; Waldman 2013). Emma Gray of Huff-
Post wrote of the trend, “Given how fragile kids are at this stage, not to men-
tion privacy concerns and the potential longevity of Internet exposure, blog-
gers have responded to these videos by urging YouTube to shut them down” 
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(2012:para. 7). The tween girls making Pretty or Ugly videos were labeled ei-
ther profoundly insecure or overly confident and attention seeking and wide-
ly policed in the media and on social media itself. Many people took to You-
Tube filming videos in response to the trend to offer girls feedback—in other 
words, to demand “Where are the parents?” and paternalistically declare 
“You’re too young to be on YouTube,” challenging why the idea of asking the 
pretty or ugly question on YouTube would ever enter a girl’s mind. Overall 
media response to the trend reinforces how tween girls are viewed in the 
collective American imagination in dualistic terms. They are either portrayed 
as innocent, naive, and vulnerable to predators or as risky, irresponsible, and 
reckless if they are thought to be creating and sharing any kind of content 
that could be interpreted as provocative or sexual (Draper 2012; Hasinoff 2015; 
Thiel-Stern 2009).

Much of the cultural narrative of girls in danger online comes from White 
middle-class media and a history of sexual hysteria surrounding girls’ bod-
ies (Brumberg 1997; Cassell and Cramer 2008; Driscoll 2002; Hasinoff 2015; 
Thiel-Stern 2014). The need to protect White, middle-class girls is an endur-
ing cultural thrust that follows girls into whatever social and public spaces 
they occupy. Tween girls’ position on the line between childhood and adult-
hood is precarious and characterized by dominant, contradictory ideas of 
girlhood that position tween girls as both innocent/virginal and hypersex-
ual/sexually threatening. Perceptions of “bad girls” and “at-risk” girls (Har-
ris 2004a) can be mapped onto specific kinds of social media content girls 
are posting, including any kind of content construed as sexualized (reveal-
ing clothing, body exposure, suggestive body movements, etc.) or especially 
personal, revealing details about home life, friends, or school (Shields Dob-
son 2015). Tween girls must be careful in how they present themselves on-
line, and they learn a great deal about how to be careful by internalizing the 
media-driven moral panic and adult-centered fears described here.

Parental Involvement: Internalizing Fear,  
Following Rules

Part of learning to post content on personal social media profiles is under-
standing the potential consequences and risks associated with posting. Tween 
girls are learning the social media terrain via participation and recognizing 
norms of online behavior among their age demographic. All twenty-six of 
the tween girls I interviewed indicated some form of communication with 
their parents or other trusted adults about social media use, with most tell-
ing me that their parents set limits on use, establish rules about what kinds 
of content they can post, and engage them in regular discussions about social 
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media. An attribute I found salient in all this, though, is that the tween girls 
I talked with used fear-centered and safety-centered language when discuss-
ing how their parents play a part in mediating their social media participa-
tion. My findings suggest that parents, whether consciously or not, engage 
fear and danger as primary socializers in teaching girls about social media 
and the constructed gendered risks associated with it.

Jazz is particularly adamant about girls needing to protect themselves on-
line. It is clear she has internalized a lot of the adult-centered fear that in-
forms feelings about tween girls on social media. In our interview, this talk-
ative and lively ten-year-old Black girl takes on an advisory role. She uses a 
second-person point of view when discussing safety on social media. Toward 
the middle of our interview, Jazz starts talking about how social media can 
be both a good and a bad thing. She appreciates that she can communicate 
with friends and family from far away, but she has a lot of misgivings and 
negative feelings about social media. I ask her to tell me about them.

JAZZ: I’m not sure how to say this.
KP: That’s okay. Take your time.
JAZZ: So, like if you wanted to text your friends and everything, some-

body randomly could just like, text you, and then you would be 
like, “What is this?” You open the text and then maybe you see 
something bad. That’s when you know you have to delete it, but 
you can’t. How are you going to talk to your friends?

KP: Do you mean like a stranger could text you something bad?
JAZZ: Yeah, they could like, hack you or something. Like, get that in-

formation on you.
KP: Oh, okay. I see. Can you say more about what something bad 

might be?
JAZZ: Like, maybe curse words. Or like they say weird things or want 

to friend you or meet you or something. So that’s one of the prob-
lems with [social media].

KP: Has that ever happened to you?
JAZZ: No. But people my age, like, I think they should make sure that 

your mom, or like your parents, anybody who you live with, make 
sure that they are keeping an eye on what you’re doing, like what 
you’re listening to and what you are watching. Make sure that 
your parents are doing that, like, make sure they are keeping an 
eye on you because you need to be protected at all times, even if 
you are some girl, like cute and safe. It can never always be safe. 
It’s not always safe so you need to make sure that you’re in con-
tact with your mom and everything. Make sure that your mom 
knows what you are doing so that you won’t end up with all these 
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things happening. You need to make sure that your parents are 
always with you, and you are in contact with them.

Jazz mentions getting hacked and getting her information stolen by a po-
tential stranger online. She expresses concern about not being able to com-
municate with her friends if her information gets used, which I interpret as 
fear of not being able to use her phone in the same way if a stranger tries to 
contact her. She sees the possibility of getting hacked as interrupting her 
ability to communicate with her friends.

Jazz uses that second-person point of view and describes a girl being “cute 
and safe” and “needing to be protected at all times.” She reiterates several 
times that young people need to make sure their parents are monitoring what 
they are doing online. Not only is the fear narrative internalized here, but it 
is notably gendered. She sees parents as playing a necessary role in ensuring 
the safety of young people, but she specifically emphasizes a girl who is “cute 
and safe,” conjuring images of young, White girls in news media stories who 
have been targets of sexual predation. This speaks to the moral panic associ-
ated with the archetype of the young, middle-class, White “future” girl who 
needs protecting (Banet-Weiser 2018; Cassell and Cramer 2008; Harris 2004a; 
Thiel-Stern 2014).

Language surrounding parental involvement and social media safety 
punctuates multiple interviews. Tessy and I watch the sample of Pretty or 
Ugly YouTube videos together, and part of our discussion afterward focuses 
on risks associated with the YouTube platform specifically. I ask Tessy, ten 
years old and White, if she would ever post a Pretty or Ugly video.

TESSY: Oh no. I won’t post a video [on YouTube] until I am, like, 
twenty.

KP: Until you’re twenty? Can you tell me why?
TESSY: Because, well, I’m not allowed to yet. Because I’m extremely 

young, and people could say, like, bad things to me, and it would 
hurt my feelings really badly. So, my dad wants to protect me and 
keep me safe for a while.

In a departure from the other girls I interviewed, who tended to set them-
selves apart from the Pretty or Ugly trend using “Girl Power!” rhetoric, Tessy 
instead reasons that she would not post a Pretty or Ugly video because of her 
age and the possibility of receiving comments that could harm her or hurt 
her feelings. As outlined in Chapter Four, various interviewees responded to 
Pretty or Ugly videos using these same ideas from protectionist discourse but 
still Othered the girls in the YouTube trend by suggesting that girls should 
not be making themselves available online in that way and that they would 
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never post a video like that. Tessy does not necessarily separate herself from 
the trend in such staunch terms. In this instance, safety goes beyond preda-
tory behavior and the impression that girls are targets for sexualization (Cas-
sell and Cramer 2008; Sales 2016; APA 2008). Rather, Tessy’s dad wants to 
protect her from getting her feelings hurt, pointing to fears of social media 
as a space where cyberbullying and other forms of online harassment are a 
prevalent possibility. However, Tessy also continues to say,

There are usually stalkers on YouTube that watch people. And like 
they know where people live, and they go up to houses and start things 
and stuff. And my dad doesn’t want that to happen, and I don’t like 
people like that. I don’t like to socialize with people like that. And 
usually when somebody scares me, I accidentally, like, hurt them. Like 
one time my sister tried to scare me and then I kicked her on acci-
dent. (laughs) So yeah.

I chuckle in response because Tessy presents this anecdote in an amusing 
and lighthearted way, but underneath that lightheartedness is an internal-
ized fear of online stalkers, and more than that, a sense that this kind of pred-
atory behavior could happen to her. She references her dad again and his role 
in protecting her from being stalked. Tessy evokes mass media and news me-
dia images of stalkers who use online information to find out where people 
are in physical space.

Similarly, Pepper, another ten-year-old White girl, talks to me about how 
her dad intervenes in her social media use to maintain her safety. She explains, 

I use my dad’s iPad, and every once in a while, he checks my social 
media, to check it for anything like, inappropriate. Which I don’t do. 
I’m just saying. [But] I’ve had it happen a couple times, where people 
have tried to follow me and like, if I ask them who they are, they’ll 
be like “You don’t know me.” And it’s kind of creepy. But then I end 
up blocking them or something. And sometimes my dad steps in and 
helps me out with it.

While Pepper’s dad does monitor her social media use to some degree, Pep-
per notably plays an active role in her own protection and privacy, blocking 
people she does not know and seeking support and assistance from a parent 
when she needs it.

One of the central aspects of the moral panic surrounding girls’ bodies 
is that a boundary between digital and physical space will be crossed. In oth-
er words, a fear of online predators is that predatory behavior will not re-
main online, that girls will be tricked or persuaded into meeting up with 
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strangers offline. Tween girls do not internalize this fear necessarily or solely 
based on personal experiences of solicitations for sexually explicit content 
from strangers online. Of the twenty-six girls I interviewed, Pepper is the 
only one who indicates having been directly contacted by a stranger in a way 
that made her feel unsafe (i.e., it was “creepy”). Rather, these internalized 
fears are based on parental concerns and magnified by mass media coverage 
of sexual predators and stalkers targeting young girls via social media and 
pushed into a feedback loop. The girls I interviewed internalized the image 
of the creepy adult man, and that fear makes its way into how they structure 
online behavior and control information output.

Other girls reveal how their parents have made them delete social media 
accounts over concerns of safety and well-being. Michelle and I have our con-
versation after school on a chilly, fall day. A quiet, eleven-year-old Black girl, 
Michelle fiddles with her phone on the table while we talk about social media. 
She is on Snapchat and has a Twitter account. I inquire about Facebook and 
Instagram, and she tells me she’s not allowed to have an Instagram account yet.

KP: Why not?
MICHELLE: Well, I had an Instagram before. It was just when my mom 

found out, and then she made me get rid of it.
KP: Really? Did she tell you why she didn’t want you to have it?
MICHELLE: Because my mom said that she read on the news website 

that a little girl who was on Instagram, well, she was my age, and 
she was kind of snapping pictures. And she was in Chicago, and 
um, this guy was following her that she didn’t know, and random 
people can just follow you. So, he followed her. And then he tried 
to grab her and stuff, but everybody was watching and stuff, and 
the mom called the police and they got there and then they stopped 
him. So, my mom got kind of worried that I would start [Insta-
gram], and like random people would start following me.

Here is a clear instance of adult-centered fears and moral panic directly 
influencing social media behaviors and practices for a tween girl. Michelle 
seems to conflate or at least not directly distinguish between the girl in the 
story being followed on social media and followed in physical space, further 
emphasizing the fear of predatory behavior crossing over from the digital to 
the physical. Michelle seems passive about her mom making her delete her 
Instagram account. She matter-of-factly shares with me how her mom saw 
the news story, catalyzing some alarm that a similar occurrence could hap-
pen to her daughter, and responded by prohibiting her from using Instagram. 
Based on what my interviewees told me, their parents communicate with 
them the potential dangers and risks associated with social media and pred-
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atory behavior, often by giving examples from news media. Tween girls’ use 
of language such as “stalkers,” “creepy,” “random people,” and “it can never 
always be safe” reveals how parents internalize these fears, socializing their 
children to approach social media with a level of wariness and caution.

“We Would Never See Sunlight”
Another prominent concern that adults have about social media is based on 
how much time young people spend online (boyd 2014; Marciano et al. 2022; 
Palfrey and Gasser 2016) and the possibilities of getting addicted to these 
platforms, engaging in too much social comparison, and being exposed to 
negative content. I asked the girls during each of our interviews how much 
time they spend online each day, and there was quite the spectrum of re-
sponses, ranging anywhere from twenty minutes to an hour to several hours 
a day. Only two of my interview respondents, Kendra and Brooklyn, both 
thirteen years old, indicated to me that they are online for many hours a day 
(over five hours). Breanna, an eleven-year-old, spends approximately twen-
ty minutes online each day, and the other twenty-three girls in my sample 
spend one to three hours online each day, with most of that time dedicated 
to checking or scrolling social media feeds, sharing content such as snaps, 
stories, or photos, and engaging with other content such as YouTube videos.

The social media behavior of parents and other family members such as 
older siblings often acts as the primary entry point for tween girls’ learning 
how to use these platforms; knowing what kind of content they are allowed 
to look at, like, and post; and establishing limits on how often and for how 
long they are on social media daily (Berson, Berson, and Ferron 2002; Hiniker, 
Schoenebeck, and Kientz 2016; Kim and Davis 2017). Parents set limits on 
which platforms are allowed and which are not, along with how much time 
is reasonable to spend online each day. Parental involvement also involves 
enforcing boundaries on “too much screen time.” Some girls indicate that 
their parents give them set times of day (e.g., after school and before dinner) 
or a specified amount of time on social media each day. For example, Pepper, 
White and ten years old, tells me, “For the school week, my parents let me 
have one hour a day [online], and on weekends, I get two hours [a day].”

I did discover, however, that a decent majority of the girls I interviewed 
can use their phones or devices whenever they want, provided they are not 
“in trouble” and meet their responsibilities at school and at home. In this sense, 
tween girls are granted some freedom to use social media at their discretion, 
but they are required to demonstrate their ability to balance multiple respon-
sibilities and be “good” girls (Burke, Adamic, and Marciniak 2021; Kim and 
Davis 2017; Weisskirch 2011). Starr, a twelve-year-old Black girl, tells me, “I 
get to use [my phone] whenever I want, as long as I get stuff cleaned, and then 
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I’m good to have it.” Ricki, Black and eleven years old, similarly explains, “I 
can use [my phone] as much as I want if I get my homework done and read 
for thirty minutes.” I found that when girls do not have set limits on screen 
time, they often mimic parental behavior and establish limits for themselves 
in terms of signing off and “unplugging” from social media (Attia 2023; Dou-
cleff 2023). Given my subject position as adult interviewer who did not grow 
up with social media, there may be some social desirability bias happening 
in girls’ responses, but it appears that parental modeling of social media be-
havior can translate to self-governance and tween girls’ ability to control lim-
its of screen time for themselves.

Tween girls also mention adult-centered anxiety about Internet use and 
social media participation as potentially addicting or, at minimum, distract-
ing. In my interview with Black thirteen-year-old Chrissy, she tells me her 
favorite things to do are play football and basketball and hang out with her 
friends. 

CHRISSY: Oh, and texting people. I love to text with people. (laughs)
KP: Do you get to use your phone whenever you want to?
CHRISSY: Yes. But I don’t bring it to school. I can’t use it during the 

day, so what’s the point?
KP: Wow, that seems like it would be hard to do.

My own biases and assumptions sneak in; I assume young people would 
likely feel incomplete without their phone nearby, as though they could not 
live without it, which, at this point, would be not unlike a significant portion 
of adults in the United States, 47 percent of whom reportedly “could not live 
without their smartphones” (Saad 2022; Sbarra, Briskin, and Slatcher 2019). 
Chrissy goes on to explain how she sees that people at school who break the 
rules and use their phones during class get distracted more easily and lose 
sight of other things they need to do, like schoolwork. I ask her, “Do you think 
people your age use social media too much?” Chrissy considers my question 
for a moment and seems stuck on her answer. Finally, she says, 

Well, I think it’s appropriate for us to have social media, but I don’t 
think, like, we should be on it so much and we should get out more 
because then we can get addicted and like, some people can’t even last 
without their phone for a whole day and stuff like that. So like, I think 
we should be able to have them, but not be able to be on them all day 
because we would get stuck on that. We would never see sunlight.

I was truthfully taken aback to find that girls did not complain to me about 
parents setting time limits for being online. When parents set limits, the girls 
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appear to generally accept them without much argument (at least, that is what 
they tell me). My surprise feels connected to how young people have been 
positioned in news and popular media in essentialist terms, as a generation 
addicted to social media and unable to disconnect from their devices (Bar-
on 2018; Edwards and Fox 2018; Johnson 2016; Sales 2016). Chrissy iterates 
this idea in her response by criticizing people’s inability to step away from 
their phones for a period of time and suggesting that, while social media use 
is appropriate for her age demographic, there needs to be balance in people 
“getting out more.” Her comment about sunlight evokes an image of a young 
person in a dark room, face lit up by their phone, eyes glued to the screen—
an image regularly employed by news media stories about the perils of In-
ternet addiction.

Whether the cause of moral panic is sexual predation, stalkers, strang-
ers, or social media addiction, tween girls demonstrate internalized fears via 
parental socialization and mediation in social media participation. This in-
ternalization translates to how girls characterize the seriousness of staying 
safe on social media, setting boundaries, and following parental rules and 
guidelines. Parental involvement is a crucial part of how girls understand and 
associate potential danger and risk with social media use. Age of a tween girl 
also matters in further internalizing parental concerns and shapes ideas about 
what is appropriate versus inappropriate content to engage with or post.

The Age Line and Appropriate versus  
Inappropriate Content

The Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) was passed in 1998 
and went into effect in 2000. The purpose of the act is to protect identifying 
information online of children under the age of thirteen; social media sites 
including YouTube, TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram, and Facebook must act in 
compliance with the law in not allowing users under thirteen years of age to 
set up accounts. For YouTube, tweens between the ages of thirteen and sev-
enteen need permission to start their own channel. On TikTok, you must be 
sixteen years old to use any direct message feature (direct messaging is dis-
abled for TikTok accounts whose owners are between thirteen and fifteen years 
old). That said, given that all my interviewees had at least two active social 
media accounts and most are younger than thirteen, there is little formal over-
sight into how social media platforms manage legislated age restrictions and 
usership. 

New legislation was introduced by members of Congress in early 2024 
to help combat concerns around the well-being of young people online. One 
bill is the bipartisan-proposed Kids Online Safety Act (KOSA), which puts 
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forth several requests requiring “online services like social media networks, 
video game sites and messaging apps to take ‘reasonable measures’ to prevent 
harm—including online bullying, harassment, sexual exploitation, anorexia, 
self-harm and predatory marketing—to minors who used their platforms” 
(Singer 2024:para. 2). There is a notable amount of bipartisan support around 
many of these bills in Congress. At the time of writing, legislation has not 
been passed, and civil liberties groups have been active in arguing against 
said legislation, citing issues with free speech and freedom of expression and 
concerns over what it might mean in the culture wars, including restricting 
information on reproductive rights, gender identity, and LGBTQ+ social jus-
tice issues (Perrino and King 2023).

Notably, tweens have not been a central part of the conversation because 
nearly all large-scale data on social media participation is limited to teenagers 
thirteen years old and older. Even with COPPA as federal law, lack of over-
sight renders making an account on a social media site as simple as putting 
in a false birthday or using the information of an older friend or family mem-
ber to make a profile (Aiken 2016). Some of the younger girls I interviewed 
appealed to a parent or older sibling to help them set up an account using their 
information, while others simply indicated a different birth date when acti-
vating their accounts. Only one of the girls indicated having a parent use the 
thirteen-and-older policy to rationalize keeping their daughter offline. Ariel, 
an inquisitive ten-year-old White girl, tells me, “Most sites you need to be 
thirteen . . . [and] basically, [my mom] doesn’t want us to participate in, like, 
you-have-to-be-thirteen site things. I did that once and I got, like, really yelled 
at.” But Ariel does have accounts on Snapchat, Musical.ly, and YouTube, which 
she uses regularly. Parental knowledge or enforcement of the thirteen-and-
older policy seems limited, as all the girls, regardless of age, had Snapchat, and 
several of my younger interviewees also had Musical.ly or Instagram accounts.

Perhaps part of this incongruity of allowing participation on some sites 
but not others is because these platforms, especially Snapchat and Musical.
ly (which became part of TikTok in a merger in 2018), are characterized or 
understood as more appropriate for younger users than platforms like Face-
book and Instagram, given their structure and the kinds of content people 
share. Facebook is widely considered of less interest for tween users, and In-
stagram is geared toward visually oriented content such as selfies that may 
be seen by a larger audience. Snapchat is arguably more intimate, as tween 
girls mainly snap friends and peers they know in physical space and have 
established relationships with. Musical.ly is described with levity: it is silly, 
fun, and playful to post and share videos of singing and dancing. Though 
Musical.ly merged with TikTok in 2018, the app was already established as 
more attractive to users under the legal age limit of thirteen (De Leyn et al. 
2021; Herrman 2016). 
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Another consideration could be parents attempting to balance the desire 
to protect their children with the reality that social media is a normal aspect 
of tween life. And insofar as there are potential risks associated with partici-
pating on social media, there are also potential consequences of barring girls 
from being active on it, including impacting their connections with their peer 
communities and excluding them from important processes of social and 
emotional development through these interactions (Farrell 2022; Gordon 
2019; Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Anderson and Jiang 2018b).

Compiled data from studies on social media usership and age demograph-
ics indicate that there are quite literally millions of American girls under the 
age of thirteen with personal accounts on social media platforms (Canales 
2022; Beilinson 2014; Thorn Report 2021). I found that tween girls, via the 
internalization of parental concerns and the language of appropriateness, have 
developed a values system of certain social media platforms being more ap-
propriate than others. This values system is necessarily adjudicated by age.

During the interview process, an age line became apparent in multiple 
ways conceptually and practically dividing twelve- and thirteen-year-olds 
from ten- and eleven-year-olds. Twelve- and thirteen-year-olds have a pro-
nounced sense of authority about their social media use and a self-proclaimed 
maturity that younger girls do not have. They generally agree that a ten- or 
eleven-year-old would not, or should not, need to use social media yet. Many 
of the older girls feel that social media use is more relevant for them overall. 
Noelle, the smart and sharp-witted thirteen-year-old Black girl who loves nail 
art, has a lot to say about younger girls being on social media. She explains,

I mean, young people, if you’re like ten or twelve, you don’t need social 
media because you’re just on your cell phone and you really need to 
focus on school. Now if you are thirteen and up, yeah, of course you 
have social media. Yes, you are more mature . . . [Like] if you’re ten, 
you don’t need a website because when you get to thirteen, then you’re 
going to have all the websites and you’re going to be happy. Because 
if you get it now, then you’re not going to be in contact with nobody, 
because they won’t have it until they get older.

Noelle feels that younger tweens should be focusing their attention on school 
rather than on social media use, but for girls her age (thirteen and older), social 
media use is assumed. She says, “Of course you have social media” when you 
get to be her age. Her reasoning suggests that older tween girls (thirteen and 
up) have had more time to mature, are able to balance their responsibilities 
of school and social life more effectively, and are more likely to have friends 
and peers who are also using these platforms once they reach that age, mak-
ing it more appropriate for them to have social media accounts.
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Meanwhile, the younger tween girls I talked with were more likely to ex-
press ideas about appropriate versus inappropriate content and spoke often 
about the role of parents in overseeing their social media use. The younger 
girls also appeared more likely to be influenced by how their parents use 
social media and set time limits for themselves on social media compared 
to the older girls (Kim and Davis 2017; Kroger 2007; Weisskirch 2011). This 
difference may occur because peer influence is not as strong for younger girls 
at this point in adolescent development, and they place more emphasis on 
modeling parent behavior rather than peer behavior (Brown, Clasen, and 
Eicher 1986; Steinberg and Monahan 2007). A twelve- or thirteen-year-old 
girl may also be more apt to experience gender-related pressures and expec-
tations associated with body and beauty, which may drive more of her be-
havior on social media in terms of time spent online, kinds of content en-
gaged with (both looked at and posted), and appearance-related social capital 
(Farrell 2022; Nilan et al. 2015; Vandenbosch and Eggermont 2012).

My interviewee Ariel, White and ten years old, draws distinct lines along 
which social media sites are appropriate for which ages. She feels strongly that 
platforms such as Facebook and Instagram are only appropriate for girls thir-
teen and older. She says, “I’m too young for that stuff. I don’t need it yet.” In-
terestingly, Ariel qualifies her lack of participation on these platforms using 
the same language as Noelle when she talks about how younger girls have no 
need for social media accounts. Ariel sees Facebook and Instagram as the 
province of older tweens and teens, but she does have accounts on Snapchat, 
Musical.ly, and YouTube. Other girls in the younger interviewee age bracket 
reinforce Ariel’s perspective. My interviewee Ricki, a White eleven-year-old, 
talks at length about how she uses Snapchat, but Instagram is not appropri-
ate for her or people her age. 

RICKI: A lot of people at my school are on [social media], I know that. 
Because they’re always talking about it at school, like all the sites 
they have that I don’t. I only have Snapchat and Musical.ly and 
stuff. And they have like, Instagram. I don’t have Instagram. But 
I don’t want it because my mom said it’s like Facebook, and Face-
book is not appropriate.

KP: Why are Facebook and Instagram not appropriate?
RICKI: It’s for like fourteen-year-olds. Teens can do it. But none of my 

friends are teens and a lot of them still have it. But I don’t have it. 
It can be a bad thing. But it depends on how they use it, I guess. 
They can post very inappropriate pictures, or they can do good 
stuff.

KP: What would be an example of something good that someone posts 
on Instagram?
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RICKI: Like, they can draw pictures or post pictures of their families, 
and they just want a lot of people to see it and get a lot of likes.

KP: Would you like to have an Instagram account in the future?
RICKI: Yeah, one day when I’m older. But I think it looks kind of bor-

ing. (laughs) It’s just people posting pictures. Right now, like, a 
couple of my friends wish they had it. But they got to, like . . . they 
got to earn it to have it.

KP: Can you share more about what you mean by “earn it”?
RICKI: Like you got to be good on social media. You got to show your 

mom that you are mature enough to have it.

“Earn it” is compelling word choice. Ricki’s statement about earning the 
opportunity to be on Instagram by being mature and demonstrating matu-
rity to a parent aligns with the maturity Noelle articulates. This maturity firm-
ly relates to the ability to stay safe on social media, only post certain kinds 
of content, keep information private, and deal with the possibility of being 
confronted with inappropriate content. Inappropriate content, in the pur-
view of the girls I talk with, includes curse words, sexual imagery and lan-
guage, and depictions of violence. These are the kinds of online content tween 
girls actively work to avoid.

Jazz, Black and ten years old, has stalwart ideas of what people her age 
should or should not be looking at or engaging with on social media. She 
discusses how she is not supposed to look at inappropriate content and ref-
erences videos with curse words in them specifically as what she understands 
to be inappropriate. She is cautious about social media and relies heavily on 
parental involvement and oversight to feel safe online. She says, “It’s easy for 
you to find something that you’re not supposed to see, like, you say, ‘I know 
I’m not supposed to see that.’ And then you just delete it because you think 
it’s bad for you.” Jazz tells me that she runs everything by her mom before 
she posts it on social media. She adopts an “I know it when I see it” approach 
to inappropriate content, which seems to be mainly learned through parental 
influence and regular discussions with her mom about how to avoid, delete, 
or block content she should not see.

Tessy, White and ten years old, buttresses this theme of age-related risk 
negotiation and navigating what is appropriate on social media and what is 
not. She uses Instagram, Snapchat, and Musical.ly but does not use Facebook 
or Twitter. In our interview, she says, “Children should not be able to have 
a Twitter or Facebook, definitely not Facebook . . . [Because] there’s usually 
like inappropriate things on Facebook that children shouldn’t see.” Tessy and 
I talk about the differences between Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, and 
Twitter. She has a hard time articulating exactly what makes one platform 
more appropriate for her age group versus another, only that Facebook and 
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Twitter are meant for adults and that Instagram is “okay, kind of.” This sug-
gests to me that some tween girls are adopting the language of appropriate 
and inappropriate mainly from how their parents talk to them about social 
media, but they are not necessarily able to qualify or define what it means 
for themselves. Further research on how parents perceive tween girls’ social 
media participation is necessary to understand if and how dominant media 
narratives of social media as dangerous for girls influence how parents talk 
to their tween girls about it (Barry et al. 2017; Brito 2012; Coyne et al. 2017; 
De Leyn et al. 2021; Jeffery 2020; Savic, McCosker, and Geldens 2016; Shin, 
Huh, and Faber 2012).

In my interview with Dominique, a Black eleven-year-old, we talk a lot 
about what is appropriate for girls her age in terms of social media use. I ask 
her which social media sites she thinks are okay for people her age to use.

DOMINIQUE: Well, like Facebook, everyone wants it. Like all my 
friends and stuff, we want it. But it’s too inappropriate so I don’t 
like that people post inappropriate stuff.

KP: If you are comfortable with it, can you share an example of some-
thing that might be inappropriate for someone your age to see?

DOMINIQUE: My friend has [a Facebook account] and she was show-
ing them and she saw something very inappropriate. It was like 
a picture of a boy and a girl, and it was very inappropriate. And 
that’s why I told her she should get off of it. [And] it really depends 
on who your friends are too.

KP: Can you tell me more about that?
DOMINIQUE: On Facebook. Like, yeah, I just think it’s inappropriate. 

I’m not allowed to have one because of the inappropriate stuff. Like, 
at first, I used to not understand why I can’t, but now it’s just like, 
okay, I can’t have one, so.

KP: Do you think you might want [a Facebook account] when you get 
a bit older?

DOMINIQUE: Yeah. Depending on who’s my friends. I don’t want like 
random people, like people I don’t know and stuff like that . . . 
[People] can probably like hack you down or something like that. 
And I think it’s unsafe. So, I don’t really want to be friends with 
anyone I don’t know because it’s very unsafe . . . [I’d] rather just 
be friends with my friends.

Dominique’s comment about strangers “hacking you down” conjures fears 
of how private or personal information can be lifted, stolen, and/or circulated 
in online spaces. She consistently uses the words inappropriate and unsafe but 
again has a somewhat difficult time defining or explaining what she means. 



154  / C hapter 6

She references an image she saw on a friend’s Facebook account of a boy and 
a girl, but even with gentle prompting, she does not go into more detail.

As both Tessy and Dominique demonstrate, tween girls assign a values 
system to different platforms based on what they have been taught is appro-
priate and inappropriate. Snapchat and Musical.ly are the most popular among 
all the girls, and most of my participants have accounts on both. Instagram 
use tends to be more delineated by age, with most twelve- and thirteen-year-
olds indicating they have accounts on the platform and most of the younger 
girls not using it, whether by choice or because they are not allowed to due to 
parents’ views on it being inappropriate. Facebook is viewed by the younger 
girls as inappropriate, so there is more caution exercised toward this plat-
form, and while some of the younger girls may have a desire to have an ac-
count on Facebook, they also generally accept that they are too young.

The older tween girls have Facebook accounts but have less desire to use 
Facebook primarily because they view it as generating drama or as an out-
dated form of social media meant for adults. Recent survey data backs this 
up, suggesting interest in Facebook among Gen Zers has fallen drastically 
in the last decade (Vogels and Gelles-Watnick 2023; Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, 
and Massarat 2022). Noelle, Black and thirteen years old, refers to Facebook 
during our interview as “social media for old people,” to which I cannot help 
but laugh. The popularity of platforms shifts and evolves over time. In the 
early 2000s, Myspace was among the most popular social media sites, and it 
is now essentially obsolete. Facebook remains popular with American adults, 
but it is viewed by younger tweens and teens as one of the least desirable social 
media platforms in terms of routine participation, dropping from a 71 per-
cent usage rate in 2014/2015 to a reported 32 percent usage rate among sur-
veyed thirteen- to seventeen-year-olds (Vogels and Gelles-Watnick 2023). Ag-
gregate data for the tween age category for social media use across platforms 
remains elusive.

In various ways, age mediates and facilitates social media experiences for 
tween girls, connecting with how tween girls internalize parental concerns, as 
well as what parents teach their children directly about identifying appropriate 
versus inappropriate content and which platforms are acceptable for girls to 
use. Younger tween girls are more apt to follow parental guidelines and ar-
ticulate strong feelings about certain social media platforms being more inap-
propriate than others, while older tween girls embody and emphasize ma-
turity and an understanding that social media participation is more important 
and expected for people their age. Girls learn how to use social media from 
parents, other family members, and peers, but they further their knowledge 
through participation as they navigate risks associated with visibility, pri-
oritize privacy, and maintain personal safety and boundaries in digital space.
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Prioritizing Privacy
Scout is a huge personality in a small package. This ten-year-old White girl 
is one of my most enthusiastic interview participants. When I arrive at the 
after-school site on a late October day and greet the group of girls sitting down 
for a snack, Scout immediately pushes back from the table and demands to 
be the first interview of the day. Among the twenty-six girls I interview, Scout 
stands out as exceptionally spirited and remarkably self-aware. She eagerly 
informs me of a variety of things in quick succession. She just got her own 
phone; she loves playing games online, going to her grandmother’s house, 
and Snapchatting with family and friends from her class. Her demeanor 
changes when I bring up Facebook. While Scout is very comfortable using 
Snapchat, she is wary of other social media sites, Facebook among them. She 
tells me a story about how her sister, a twelve-year-old, posted an image of 
Scout on Facebook when she was younger. Scout articulates some anger and 
frustration about this.

SCOUT: She needs my permission to do that.
KP: Can you tell me why it made you angry that she did that? 
SCOUT: [Facebook] can be bad because there isn’t very much privacy. 
KP: Does that bother you?
SCOUT: I think it can be a bad thing. You can go on [social media] and 

people can look at you, and maybe they know you from school. 
You might do something bad on it. And they could judge you 
for it.

KP: Can you tell me what something bad might be?
SCOUT: Like, if you make a singing video and they’ve never heard you 

singing, they could think it’s really weird. They could call you 
names and stuff like that.

KP: Oh, I see. Do you think that happens a lot on social media?
SCOUT: Yeah, it can. So like, you know the videos you showed me?
KP: The Pretty or Ugly videos?
SCOUT: Yes. Those girls, it’s just, maybe they think they are pretty 

enough to do that. And they are, they are. I’m not saying they’re 
ugly. But they can get judged, you know? People can say mean 
things about them.

KP: You don’t like that about social media? That people can be mean 
to other people?

SCOUT: I just don’t think it’s necessary, to like, post your face on like 
Instagram where everybody in the world can see it . . . [I] like to 
keep my face to my family and my friends.
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My interview findings track with recent scholarship exploring percep-
tions of privacy among tweens and the importance of privacy while engag-
ing in self-representation practices on social media (Balleys and Coll 2017; 
Davis and Carrie 2013; De Leyn et al. 2019; De Leyn et al. 2021; Jeffery 2020). 
How young people interact in the creation and navigation of digitally net-
worked publics catalyzes concern, especially from parents and adult stake-
holders, who may presume reckless online behavior among youth, particu-
larly around disclosing personal information (boyd 2007; De Leyn et al. 2019; 
De Leyn et al. 2021; De Wolf and Joye 2019; Marwick 2008). Parental con-
cern itself signals an ongoing preoccupation with girls’ bodies, appearances, 
and digital socialization, none of which exist in a social media vacuum or 
separate from historical meaning and political systems. Principles of pro-
tectionism, which have over time constructed ideas about tween girls’ bod-
ies in this liminal space between childhood and adulthood, are deeply en-
trenched in centuries-old, cis-heteronormatively structured familial instinct 
(especially on the part of fathers) to protect girl children from boys and men. 

Throughout our conversation, Scout prioritizes privacy on social media 
and makes values-based statements about posting pictures and videos to 
public sites. Yet rather than emphasizing disquiet about sexual predators and 
strangers online, as tend to be of central concern to adults, Scout seems much 
more attuned to how people at school might be able to look at what she posts 
and judge or make fun of her based on that content, which speaks to some 
of the aforementioned pressures girls feel about making themselves visible 
in certain ways (Banet-Weiser 2014; Butkowski et al. 2020; Elias and Gill 2018; 
Fardouly, Willburger, and Vartanian 2018; Shields Dobson 2015; Yau and Reich 
2019). Her experiences with peers at school have the potential to cross the line 
into digital space. She feels a sense of insecurity about posting something 
“bad” or “weird” on social media and how it could incite negative respons-
es, notably from people she knows (Gill 2021). Scout’s concern translates into 
how she maintains her online presence; she keeps her content private, only 
sharing posts with friends and family and most commonly using Snapchat 
to communicate with a close circle of friends. She does not like more public 
sites such as Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube. As she says, she likes to keep 
her face to her family and friends, and she is bothered that her sister posted 
an image of her without her permission. Scout’s feelings about social media 
and visibility suggest she has a strong sense of bodily autonomy, as she pur-
posefully keeps her social media activity more private.

I had discussions with all my interviewees about privacy and staying safe 
online. Girls brought it up on their own in our conversations, framing it as 
simply part of what they must do as they participate on social media and pro-
duce digital girlhoods. Their actual practices of maintaining privacy and 
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protecting themselves are filtered through internalized fears of what could 
happen to them in online space and through the role parents play in medi-
ating and overseeing social media use. This everyday self-surveillance and 
prioritizing of privacy are reified by the line of what is considered age ap-
propriate in terms of specific apps and content, as referenced in the previous 
section of this chapter. As De Leyn et al. note in their research on tween and 
parent perceptions of privacy on TikTok,

Parents first and foremost aim to protect their children from “exter-
nal” privacy threats (e.g., strangers) and from future “adolescent” 
disclosures, while being less concerned over tweens’ present “play-
ful” and “innocent” disclosures on TikTok. Drawing from their de-
velopmental understandings of tweenhood, parents furthermore de-
scribe tweens as less capable than older age groups to understand the 
implications of participating in TikTok’s networked environment 
(2021:25). 

Pepper, ten years old and White, is very clear about keeping her accounts 
private. She explains, 

I don’t talk to strangers at all, really. I really talk to my friends and 
that’s it. Unless there is a person that tries to follow me, because I 
have a private account. So, if someone tries to follow me, and I don’t 
recognize them at first, I might ask them who they are. And if I don’t 
know who they are, I won’t let them follow me. All my accounts are 
private.

Pepper is diligent about who she accepts as a friend or follower, and she keeps 
her social media circle tight, restricting it mainly to friends and family mem-
bers she knows in physical space.

Noelle, Black and thirteen years old, is also judicious with how she ap-
proaches friend and follower requests. During our interview, I ask Noelle 
about how she decides whether to accept a friend request.

NOELLE: Well, my accounts are private. Nobody can even see my Snap-
chat story unless I follow them or add them. But if they don’t have 
Snapchat, they can’t see my story unless I actually show it to them 
on my phone.

KP: Can you tell me more about what your Snapchat story is?
NOELLE: It’s just stuff about my day. And when I put stuff on my story, 

like, the people that follow me can see it. It’s like what I do on In-
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stagram too. I post pictures of myself, and I post pictures about 
my family, and what I’m all about and what I do in life. That’s what 
I post on my page.

As we talk more about privacy on social media, Noelle also indicates, “I have 
my accounts on private because whenever anybody requests to follow me, 
first I look through their page to see if they’re appropriate for me or if there 
is anything I don’t like. And if they’re fine, I’ll just accept it.” For Noelle, part 
of how she thinks about risk online and protects herself is about determin-
ing what content is appropriate for her to see and engage with.

Alarm about strangers makes its way into the processes of girls manag-
ing the privacy and publicity of their social media accounts. I talk to Jessie, 
Black and twelve years old, about whether her accounts are public or private 
and with whom she tends to interact on these platforms.

JESSIE: Instagram is a mixture of [strangers and people I know], but 
I don’t have any strangers on Snapchat. I had strangers on Snap-
chat, but then one of them texted me somehow and I got scared 
so I blocked them, and then I never added any strangers as a friend, 
and I never added any strangers back if they tried to follow me.

KP: Wow. So is Instagram different from Snapchat like, in terms of 
adding people or following people you don’t know?

JESSIE: Part of it is just about what you post. Like I post silly or weird 
stuff on Snapchat to my friends. I just post a lot of pictures on In-
stagram. But I don’t just make mine public. Mine aren’t just like, 
all public [for anyone to see]. I don’t want like, random people that 
I don’t know just like, looking at it. If you think about it, it could 
be a grown man and then I’ll just get creeped out.

The figure of the creepy, strange man informs how Jessie thinks about and 
manages privacy and publicity on various social media platforms. And for 
Jessie, it matters what the content is and the platform in question. Snapchat 
is about communicating with friends she knows. Instagram is a mixture of 
people she knows and strangers who follow her, but she keeps the account 
private in the sense that followers need to be approved by her first. Jessie is 
the interviewee who has a YouTube channel dedicated to dance and chore-
ography. Her YouTube channel is public, and strategically so, because she 
wants to be seen and noticed for her dancing. By making her YouTube chan-
nel public, Jessie knowingly increases her chances of gaining likes, followers, 
and subscribers—as well as trolls. She manages the risks associated with vis-
ibility, balancing the desire to be seen by making her YouTube account pub-
lic and dedicating it to her passion and interest in dance while keeping her 
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other social media accounts largely private. Bulger et al. speak to this balance 
in the Missing Middle report, suggesting, 

Communication platforms that offer a space in between being fully 
private and fully public tend to mirror the developmental stage that 
tweens and teens are in as they transition from more protected on-
line spaces to negotiating what it means to manage their own iden-
tity online. The different platforms that they choose to engage with 
inform their sense of representation, agency, and perceived ability to 
contribute their voices and opinions on the issues that matter to them 
(2021:28).

Except in the handful of cases where girls are trying to showcase their 
interests and increase their social capital via public content on YouTube, such 
as Jessie, or having fun making dances on Musical.ly, like Brooklyn, my data 
shows that girls are not blindly accepting followers or friend requests from 
people they do not know. They are either A) only interacting on social media 
platforms with people they know in real life and blocking or deleting requests 
from people they do not know, or B) closely inspecting the social media con-
tent of the person who requested to follow or friend them before hitting the 
accept button. The girls I interviewed adapt several different online privacy 
rules and, as I mention in the previous chapter, create in-group strategies 
among online friend groups to maintain and strengthen friendship connec-
tions. While they certainly emphasize a desire to be safe, they also empha-
size a desire to have fun, wanting their friends to see their content and stra-
tegically controlling how, where, and with whom they share their digital 
girlhoods.

Conclusions: Signing on and Staying Safe
In my interview with Maya, an eleven-year-old Latina girl, it is brought home 
how the cultural model of innocent girls in need of protection runs deep in 
individual tween girls’ narratives of self-representation. She tells me, “Girls 
already know that you got, well, that they need to be protected about their 
self, and about sharing their photos online.” Tween girls are indoctrinated 
with adult-centered fears of social media, which are often driven by domi-
nant media narratives and characterized by parents’ desire to protect their 
children, whether from online predators, cyberbullying, or social media ad-
diction. As I argue in this chapter, however, tween girls primarily keep their 
content private, interact online with people they know, follow parental guide-
lines, model parental behavior on social media, and importantly, internalize 
what their parents teach them in terms of approaching social media with a 
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certain level of fear and caution, as well as recognizing and articulating what 
is considered age appropriate content. 

The onus is placed on girls to adjust their behavior and, as demonstrated, 
to approach social media with fear and caution, which may concurrently work 
to protect tween girls and constrict and dampen their self-expressions, em-
bodied online behaviors, political actions, and creation of digital girlhoods. 
Societally speaking, we have conditioned girls to police themselves and their 
behavior rather than having the culture at large confront social ills that have 
continually functioned to normalize male aggression and societal derision 
toward young girls. 

Moral panic often comes from misunderstanding, in addition to highly 
sensationalized, trumped-up versions of sexually predatory and cyberbul-
lying stories proliferated by the media. However, when adult authorities and 
youth have conversations and are open about these dialogues, building a level 
of trust with one another, social media may not need to incite such fear among 
adults. As danah boyd suggests, 

Adults justify the exclusion of youth as being for their own good or 
as a necessary response to their limited experience and cognitive ca-
pacity. . . . [It] is easy to make technology the target of our hopes and 
anxieties. . . . [Collaboratively], adults and youth can help create a net-
worked world that we all want to live in (2014:213).

Cassell and Cramer similarly argue,

[When] a new communication technology is introduced, upper mid-
dle-class Americans become afraid for their children—especially 
afraid about the noxious effects on girls. This is particularly the case 
when those technologies permit a kind of metaphoric mobility on the 
part of girls—movement outside the sphere of adult control. And in 
each case, whereas initially the anxiety is leveled at bad and transgres-
sive predators, it quickly becomes displaced to the girls themselves 
who use technology. . . . [However,] participation in social network-
ing sites can fulfill some key developmental imperatives for young 
women, such as forming their own social networks outside of the fam-
ily, and exploring alternate identities (2008:70).

I do not to suggest that there is no risk associated with tween girls pro-
ducing digital girlhoods and making themselves visible on social media, but 
for as many reasons as there are to worry, there are reasons not to. Even in 
cases of high incidence of daily use, the nature of the content a tween girl is 
engaging in, as well as how much time she spends self-monitoring, matters 
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in determining negative impacts (Markey and Daniels 2022; Salomon 2017), 
and most girls are not using social media to an extreme degree in terms of 
amount of daily use (Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Vogels and Gelles-Wat-
nick 2023). 

Recent findings demonstrate that the majority of young people feel social 
media has either a positive or neutral effect on their lives (Anderson et al. 
2022; Anderson and Jiang 2018a; Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Vogels, Gelles-
Watnick, and Massarat 2022) and that they use social media for multiple 
reasons, including connecting with community, finding social support, en-
gaging politically, sharing interests, and developing themselves and their so-
cial networks (boyd and Ellison 2007; boyd 2014; Cassell and Cramer 2008; 
Gordon 2019; Lenhart et al. 2015; Preston-Sidler 2015). As Farrell writes in her 
work on teenage girls, social media, and identity development, “these plat-
forms have become socially vital for teenage girls providing an ecosystem for 
dynamic peer communications, a space to connect, building relationship, 
plan social gatherings and construct and affirm their identities (Metcalfe and 
Llewellyn 2020; Ringrose et al. 2013)” (2022:1). 

While public, news, and popular media often present stories of girls put-
ting themselves at risk online and the sometimes dire consequences, rarely 
do we hear stories about how tween girls are using social media to connect, 
express themselves, engage in their interests, support other girls, and create 
social change. But those stories are there, and they are worth telling.



The titular quote for this final chapter comes from a Pretty or Ugly vid-
eo made by June, a twelve- or thirteen-year-old White girl who films 
her video in a bathroom. While June does ask the pretty or ugly ques-

tion in her video, she also champions social media as a space for her and other 
girls to share what they are really feeling. Speaking their truths and staying 
connected to each other and to their own thoughts and feelings are mani-
festations of courage and resistance for tween girls (hooks 1989; Sullivan, Tay-
lor, and Gilligan 1995). June sums it up succinctly in her YouTube video: “It’s 
my life, my body, my YouTube channel.” 

For the better part of a decade, I have been thinking about, investigating, 
and reflecting on what social media means for tween girls in the contemporary 
United States. Questions about girls online and the state of girlhood in Amer-
ica today are timely. In 2023, several public and news media articles circu-
lated in response to a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report that 
states that more than 60 percent of U.S. girls indicate feeling persistent sad-
ness or hopelessness (CDC 2023). The Washington Post declares a “crisis in 
American girlhood” (St. George, Lewis, and Bever 2023); the Associated Press 
asks, “Why Are Teen Girls in Crisis? It’s Not Just Social Media” (Tanner and 
Wang 2023). PBS NewsHour offers, “Analysis: There’s a Mental Health Crisis 
among Teen Girls. Here Are Some Ways to Support Them” (Englander and 
McCoy 2023). Social media could have quickly been assumed the primary 
culprit behind the mental health crisis of American girls, but the various 
commentary and op-eds offer a refreshing and nuanced take on the matter, 

“My Life, My Body, 
My YouTube Channel”

7

American Girlhoods for the Digital Age

“When they make media, girls explode limitations imposed 
by gender constructs and social norms; in fact, they may be 
the only ones who can.” 

—Preston-Sidler 2015:202
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some working to emphasize the voices of girls, who point to pressures, expec-
tations, contradictions, and issues that influence their mental well-being. As 
the title of the Associated Press article suggests, “it’s not just social media.”

Author Alexe Bernier at The Conversation writes the following in response 
to the 2023 CDC report: 

I am a former community social worker with experience working di-
rectly with girls between the ages of 10 and 18 years old. My current 
doctoral research focuses on girls between the ages of eight and 12 
years old who engage in activism, exploring ways that adults can bet-
ter listen and support them when they tell us what they want for their 
lives and their worlds. I have heard countless stories from girls them-
selves about when they had felt dismissed by adults. This dismissal 
was often directly tied to their identities as girls, attributed to claims 
that girls were just going through a phase, not accurately sharing what 
had happened or that they were being dramatic. Put simply, when girls 
tell us what is happening in their lives, we have a tendency not to be-
lieve them (2023:para. 8).

In my own research, I set out to understand some of the social and cultural 
meanings tween girls are making via their creation of digital girlhoods and 
their characterizations of and relationships with social media. I found that 
these meanings are complex and complicated, but, for better or worse, social 
media is a crucial part of American tween girls’ lives, and they are hard pressed 
to imagine existence without it.

No one book or piece of research stands alone in encapsulating the matter 
of tween girls on social media. The recent uptick in public and news media 
response is focused more on the well-being of teenage girls rather than the 
tween demographic. Yet this liminal space between childhood and adulthood, 
between empowerment and disempowerment, the “becoming” and process 
of “doing tween girlhoods” demands fervent attention. The tween years are 
the life stage during which many American girls make their forays into dig-
ital worlds. Though my research here provides only a small glimpse of un-
derstanding into a much larger, dynamic, shifting tapestry of inquiry, one 
thing is abundantly clear: American tween girls today navigate their lives, 
both offline and online, with the use of social media.

This work sheds light on the paradoxes of tween girlhood in the contem-
porary United States and seeks to understand how tween girls themselves 
negotiate and embody these paradoxes through social media participation. 
In examining a prominent contemporary example of digital girlhoods with 
the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend and talking with tween girls about their 
experiences on social media, I argue that social media is not the cause of the 
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social ills that plague American girlhood (negative body image, self-doubt, 
mental health issues, bullying, etc.). These issues have been prevalent far lon-
ger than social media has been a part of tween girl lives. Rather, how girls 
characterize their experiences on social media is an important reflection of 
the dominant, enduring, competing cultural models of innocent girls in need 
of protection and “Girl Power!” that precariously and continuously position 
girls on the fitful edge between empowerment and disempowerment. While 
social media is certainly not devoid of risk, these platforms, and the digital 
girlhoods American tween girls are creating within them, are salient cultural 
artifacts that reveal much about the importance of social media in self-rep-
resentation, social capital, authenticity, self- and social development, engage-
ment with interests, community building, and connection with friends. Social 
media is also a tool tween girls use to disrupt dominant, prescribed narra-
tives of girlhood and create and define new tween girl digital cultures and 
subjectivities for themselves.

The user-generated nature of social media, its possibilities for self-repre-
sentation, social capital, control over content, creative production, connection, 
and community building with other girls, all serve as meaningful grounds 
for why tween girls participate so prolifically on these platforms (Anderson 
et al. 2022; Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023). As the Preston-Sidler (2015) quote 
that opens this chapter suggests, tween girls have the power and potential via 
social media visibility and further production of digital girlhoods to chal-
lenge, resist, and subvert dominant paradigms and reveal more nuanced re-
alities of American girlhoods, establishing new understandings of what it 
means to be a tween girl coming of age in the “in between”—the blurred lines 
between offline and online space. For American youth, the line demarcating 
the realms of digital and physical has been all but blurred to indistinguish-
able (boyd 2014; Buckingham 2013b; Farrell 2022; Palfrey and Gasser 2016). 
Tween girls today move seamlessly between offline and online. Their experi-
ences in physical spaces are a crucial impetus for why they use social media 
and are readily reflected in how they use these platforms.

Much of the public discourse surrounding tween girls’ use of social me-
dia is defined by adult anxieties and desires to protect them from online pred-
ators, stalkers, cyberbullies, and other possible harms such as social com-
parison, poor mental health, and Internet addiction. While these are sincere 
and valid concerns, my findings demonstrate that tween girls have concerns 
as well. They internalize adult concern as part of how they engage in social 
media participation. They set limits for themselves. They are aware of and feel 
the pull of social media addiction and its potential negative impacts. They 
know they need to be cautious about strangers online and about seeing and 
sharing particularly harmful or negative content. Tween girls value privacy 
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and are keen to protect themselves online while balancing a desire and thrust 
toward visibility. They seek out content deemed appropriate for people their 
age. And they mostly interact with people they already know online. Recent 
research surrounding girls on social media affirms these findings (Bennett 
2023; Farrell 2022; Malvini Redden and Way 2017; Nesi, Mann, and Robb 
2023; Vogels, Gelles-Watnick, and Massarat 2022).

We need to trust tween girls’ abilities as digital vanguards and active 
agents more readily in producing digital girlhoods and listen to what they 
tell us about the role social media plays in their lives. This trust may be mean-
ingfully cultivated through adult authorities and stakeholders in tween girls’ 
lives not taking harmful and limiting media representations of tween and 
teen girls at face value, instead creating opportunities for dialogue with the 
tween girls they know and care about—talking about what girls like and dis-
like about social media, asking questions about their self-representations, and 
continuing to help them develop practical and safe tools for exercising cau-
tion online without exigently essentializing social media as something girls 
should fear. Girls should be at the center of the research about their lives; 
their participation and their voices are vital (Mitchell and Reid-Walsh 2008; 
Vanner 2019). 

Tween girls do rely on parents and adult authority figures to help facilitate 
their experiences on social media, but much of this reliance is marked by how 
tween girls internalize historically cyclical and well-established adult-cen-
tered moral panics surrounding their bodies in public spaces. To best sup-
port tween girls as they start to navigate social media and enter the online 
world, “adults and stakeholders invested in [girls’] well-being need to be slow 
and cautious in judgment, as the meanings, values, and significance of new 
digital cultures and media practices emerge” (Shields Dobson 2015:165).

I argue that contemporary American tween girlhoods are delineated by 
two competing cultural models: innocent girls in need of protection and “Girl 
Power!” The concurrent existence of these models generates contradiction 
and impossible expectations for tween girls to be at once empowered and 
disempowered, self-confident and self-deprecating, sexually desirable and 
sexually innocent, sure of themselves and consumed by self-doubt. To be a 
girl in the United States today is to be in a constant state of dilemma. At in-
tersections of identity including race, class, ability, size, sexuality, and gen-
der expression, the paradoxes of ideal girlhood compound.

These competing models are a result of the proliferation of enduring raced 
and classed protectionist discourses, postfeminist sensibilities, and a surge 
of popular feminist rhetoric within consumer culture. Tween girls’ body and 
sexuality narratives are made legible by notions of individual empowerment 
through “choice,” which is neoliberalism-driven consumption, capitalism, 
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and self-improvement via body and beauty work. The distracting and flat-
tening nature of the “Girl Power!” model is tied to how women and girls have 
historically been corporally objectified and sexualized in the public imagi-
nation and how girls’ bodies and sexualities have been routinely restricted 
in their available and acceptable expressions within a White supremacist, cap-
italist, ableist, cis-het normative system. Entrenched, gendered moral panics 
about girls’ bodies in public spaces are recycled over time, reemerging with 
each novel technological development or popular culture craze, manifesting 
as old stories in new bindings. Young girls on social media are the most recent 
iteration of this panic. Like panics in decades past, the onus is placed on girls 
to take responsibility for their bodies and behaviors (Thiel-Stern 2014) and 
balance expectations of self-exposure and digital visibility with staying safe 
amid various, and notably feminized, threats and risks associated with so-
cial media participation.

Gendered Politics of Visibility
Within a postfeminist digital culture (Banet-Weiser 2018; Shields Dobson 
2015), the promise of self-empowerment is enacted through emphasis on vis-
ibility. Visibility on social media has become a tremendously important part 
of how tween girls “do gender” (Currie, Kelly, and Pomerantz 2009; Schilt 
and Westbrook 2009; West and Zimmerman 1987) in the contemporary dig-
ital age. While tween girls are expected to make themselves visible on social 
media in socially and culturally acceptable ways aligned with raced and classed 
iterations of ideal femininity, my research shows that they also give meaning 
to aspects of online visibility that grant opportunities for controlling self-
representation and engaging their interests. They must balance this desire 
and expectation to be seen with a gendered politics of visibility and the en-
during cultural and social imperative to protect girls’ bodies and restrict them 
from public spaces.

Some of the benefits and rewards of social media visibility include tween 
girls being able to make themselves seen in ways they want to be seen. They 
can explore different digital mediums and learn how to use various software 
and applications, building their knowledge and skill sets and increasing dig-
ital adeptness. They can be creative, silly, social, and have fun playing with 
identities on various platforms. Jessalynn Keller writes, 

[Girls] are savvy social media users, demonstrating keen knowledge 
about the platforms they regularly use and how they work. They make 
conscious decisions about what to post and where, weighing issues 
like public visibility, peer support, anonymity, and social privacy be-
fore they upload content (2019:9). 
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They connect with other people and gain followers and supporters of the dig-
ital girlhoods they produce. They explore their interests in deep and purpose-
ful ways. Social media helps tween girls expose themselves to new ideas and 
different modes of being. If they do not see themselves readily represented 
in popular media—or accurately represented, as is so often the case (Bulger 
et al. 2021; Hill 2017; Hill Collins 1990; Smith et al. 2017)—they can repre-
sent themselves and find others who identify and express themselves in sim-
ilar ways, which promotes feelings of validation and acceptance (Berger et al. 
2021; Erigha and Crooks-Allen 2020; Farrell 2022; Hill 2017; Wade 2019b).

Conversely, however, making their bodies visible online renders tween 
girls more vulnerable, particularly as they reckon with the protectionist dis-
courses and social structures that inform their daily lives. Gendered power 
dynamics are not absent from social media; gradations of these dynamics 
manifest online as tween girls keenly balance the desire for visibility through 
contemporary forms of social capital explored in previous chapters with the 
associated risks, largely related to constructions of race, gender expression, 
sexuality, and ability, and adult-centered fears of girls’ risky online behav-
ior—sharing too much information, creating and sharing sexualized con-
tent, engaging with strangers, or making themselves targets for sexual pre-
dation or cyberbullying. In response to this, tween girls learn from parents, 
peers, and through their own participation, developing practices and strat-
egies that help them manage their visibility and center how they hope to 
benefit from social media participation (e.g., control over how they are seen, 
increased self-esteem, building social capital) while prioritizing privacy and 
protection.

Further related to this gendered politics of visibility on social media as 
a new and meaningful form of social capital, I found that while girls in a post-
feminist digital context are being called to visibility and self-exposure in ways 
readily aligned with “ideal femininity” (e.g., appearance-related content, het-
ero-sexiness, self-effacing authenticity), the tween girls I interviewed are 
largely not ascribing to this push. Rather, they set themselves apart from this 
kind of social media content and emphasize a desire for online visibility and 
resultant social capital specifically related to their interests and passions, such 
as dance, art, and computer coding. Even tween girls who make and post Pret-
ty or Ugly videos demonstrate resistance to constructions of ideal feminin-
ity in notable ways. The trend itself invites questions of how tween girls are 
discursively constructing new meanings of girlhood through public digital 
performances. Tween girls who exist outside of normative standards of body 
and beauty may also employ self-representation on social media to challenge 
those standards and incite conversation about a broader multiplicity of girl-
hood identities and embodied experiences. As one example of this, Sarah Hill’s 
work on girlhoods and disability suggests that
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disabled girls’ online self-representation practices, such as producing 
selfies and other forms of self-representation, enable them to gain vis-
ibility in a distinctly heteronormative and ableist mediascape and also 
allows them to engage in a form of advocacy through challenging ste-
reotypes and ideas about disability (2017:118).

Though my sample is small and not generalizable, I see the production 
of different kinds of digital girlhoods as having the potential to confront im-
possible notions of ideal femininity that demand hetero-sexiness and con-
ventional standards of body and beauty in the same measure that tween girls 
today are expected to just “be empowered.” Tween girls are seeing through 
some of these contradictions and exercising control over their digital girl-
hoods and online self-representations in exciting, emboldening, and politi-
cally significant ways. Tween girl digital cultures will continue to shift and 
evolve, taking on meanings from the sociopolitical contexts of which they 
are a part, and tween girls’ production of digital girlhoods will continue to 
be an essential site of sociological inquiry.

Too often tween girls are dismissed for having shallow interests or dis-
dained for being petty or catty with other girls, but we need to take a critical 
look at why tween girls are framed in this way and what tween girls them-
selves bring to the fore in challenging these simplistic framings. American 
society does not frame girls in this way because social media exists or be-
cause girls are avid users of these platforms. Legacies of girls’ gendered op-
pression runs deep. That said, as scholar Kimberly Hall suggests, “[young girls] 
represent the new vanguard of political action; dismissing them risks miss-
ing significant dynamics of power and capital within neoliberal culture as it 
manifests as the very affective condition of everyday life” (2015:140). A selfie 
is not just a selfie. A Pretty or Ugly YouTube video is not just a Pretty or Ugly 
YouTube video. Tween girls are social and political actors who use social me-
dia to critically engage with and create their own meanings of girlhoods.

Connection and Community
Along with controlling self-representations and creating digital content re-
lated to their lives and interests, tween girls cite wanting to connect with 
friends and peer groups as much as possible as a primary motivation for how 
and why they use social media (Boudreau 2007; Ging and O’Higgins Nor-
man 2016; Kennedy and Lynch 2016; Lenhart et al. 2015; Malvini Redden and 
Way 2017; Spies Shapiro and Margolin 2014). Though girls express compli-
cated feelings about social media in terms of pressures of social comparison 
and negative relational behavior such as bullying and drama, they also em-
phasize how maintaining friend communities in digital space is a decisive 
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source of homosocial support and affirmation. In some cases, social media 
can operate as a haven and crucial site of respite from elements of toxic girl 
culture and other modes of social oppression. In her work on Black girlhoods 
and digital cultures, scholar Ashleigh Greene Wade writes that “digital spaces 
create more possibilities for black girls to form support networks and exer-
cise an agency to control space often denied them in their everyday school 
and home environments” (2019a:81). Establishing support networks and exer-
cising agency online may be particularly important for American tween girls 
who are multiply marginalized, including but certainly not limited to Black, 
Brown, and Indigenous girls, queer, trans, and fat girls, girls with disabili-
ties, girls who are foreign-born or second-generation immigrants, and un-
documented girls—girls embodying any number of these identities.

A large part of this desire for continual connection to friend groups online 
is that girls feel like themselves in their digital communities, which matters 
significantly because of how contradiction and (mis)representation so read-
ily structure the social and cultural conditions of their lives. Many of the girls 
I interviewed directly expressed a very real concern associated with no longer 
having access to these support systems, these platforms for visibility, expres-
sion, and connection. When I asked my interviewees how they would feel if 
social media suddenly disappeared and they could not use it anymore, they 
reacted in telling ways: 

Genie, White and ten years old, emphatically groans, “Nooooooo.” 
Marcie, White and ten years old, states plainly, “I would freak out.” 
Noelle, Black and thirteen years old, explains, “If I didn’t have [social 

media], oh my lord, I just need social media. I would be so bored! 
I would probably have a heart attack.” 

Sierra, Black and ten years old, quietly says, “If someone took my phone 
away, I would not survive.” 

And Chrissy, Black and thirteen years old, explains, “It would be, like, 
so hard. Like, changing my whole life.”

Cassell and Cramer write, “The important identity construction, self-ef-
ficacy, and social network production work that [girls] do online is not only 
largely ignored, but too often condemned” (2008:54). In a cultural epoch de-
fined by deeply contradictory narratives of girlhood, an epoch in which achiev-
ing “successful” girlhood is a true dilemma due to competing cultural mod-
els, the ability for a tween girl to go online, make herself seen in ways that 
feel authentic to her, create content, be creative, and foster and maintain posi-
tive, supportive relationships with other girls is powerful.

Other research shows that spending time on social media benefits youth 
by strengthening communication, social connection, and digital skills, as well 
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as offering more abstract benefits of greater understanding of self, commu-
nity, and the broader world (Anderson et al. 2022; boyd 2014; Buckingham 
2013b; Bulger et al. 2021; Farrell 2022; Ito et al. 2009; Knorr 2017; Palfrey and 
Gasser 2016). Regarding further research, continued intersectional inquiry 
is necessary to examine and unpack the intricacies and nuances of Ameri-
can tween girls’ social media participation, the skills it can build, and the 
opportunities it presents to tween girls as active agents in navigating, chal-
lenging, and changing the social, cultural, and political conditions that in-
form their experiences and opportunities for inclusion.

Limitations and Future Directions
This research is part of a growing body of work centered on theorizing the 
role that social media plays in the lives of American tween girls. As conse-
quential users of various platforms (YouTube, TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram, 
etc.), American tween girls can create space not only for themselves but also 
for broader understandings and imaginings of who American tween girls 
are—their desires, motivations, interests, concerns, and contributions. Ref-
erencing Cassell and Cramer once again, 

For young women, the Internet appears to be a way to explore aspects 
of identity that may not be welcome in the real world, to project more 
forceful agentive personalities than they feel at liberty to do in the 
physical world, and to explore their technological prowess (2008:68).

There are many significant avenues of continued critical investigation into 
tween girls’ experiences and production on social media, how they navigate 
“doing girlhood” through the creation of digital girlhoods. Future research 
must consider how American tween girls who do not engage with social me-
dia, willingly or unwillingly, experience and create girlhoods within post-
feminist digital confidence culture and economies of visibility (Banet-Weiser 
2018; Orgad and Gill 2022). Given how I recruited for this study, with social 
media use being a necessary component of inclusion, every tween girl I in-
terviewed was active on multiple social media sites. I did not speak to tween 
girls who choose not to use, or are restricted from using, social media with 
as much or any frequency. There remains a significant need for empirical in-
vestigation into the experiences of tween girls who do not use social media 
and what this means for their self- and social development.

Existing literature on the social media participation gap (Jenkins 2009) 
suggests that in addition to having potentially harmful impacts on digital 
literacy skills and knowledge of digital media, a lack of social media partici-
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pation may have consequences for social development. As is the case with 
some of my interview subjects, a tween girl may only be using Snapchat to 
interact with friends and family she knows in her physical social world, and 
no longer having that outlet for connection may have meaningful, and pos-
sibly detrimental, impacts on her. This was particularly the case amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic, especially the first two years, 2020 and 2021, as digi-
tal participation became the primary or even sole mode of connection and 
socializing for a massive number of American youth (Bennett 2023; Bulger 
et al. 2021; Rideout et al. 2021). The girls I interviewed indicated that most 
people their age they know have social media and use it regularly. Someone 
not having it is viewed as an aberrant occurrence and considered abnormal. 
Though the vast majority of teens are active on at least one social media ac-
count at any given time (Nesi, Mann, and Robb 2023; Vogels and Gelles-Wat-
nick 2023), there is still a percentage who do not participate; we have even 
less data on the tween demographic because they are technically not sup-
posed to have accounts on social media if younger than thirteen years old. 
Only by understanding the realities of those social conditions, how tween girls 
who do not have social media experience their social worlds today, can we 
garner a fuller sense of the overall impact that social media has on this pop-
ulation.

The American-centric nature of my research and the bounded geogra-
phy of my interview participants are weighty limitations. The qualitative study 
design offers rich perspective on how girls feel about and use social media, 
but these findings are from a small group. That said, the interest in gender, 
power, girlhoods, and impacts and potentials of social media around the world 
continues to deepen and expand. Recent scholarship has asked questions 
about girls online from Belgium to India (De Leyn et al. 2021; Subramanian 
2021; Vyas et al. 2020), China to Pakistan (Abbasi and Huang 2020; Chang 
and Tian 2021; Liu and Li 2024; Shahid, Kauser, and Zulqarnain 2018), Saudi 
Arabia to Nigeria (Dunmade and Tella 2023; Gangwani, Alruwaili, and Al 
Safar 2021; Kutbi 2015), Australia to Brazil, and beyond (Castilho and Ro-
mancini 2017; Farrell 2022; Marôpo, Jorge, and Tomaz 2020; Papageorgiou, 
Fisher, and Cross 2022). 

Sociological inquiry that brings together intersectional and transnational 
feminist frameworks around specific regional and spatial landscapes, geo-
political realities, and cultural constructions of girlhoods in digital space has 
yielded seminal scholarship on transnational girlhoods and girlhoods in glob-
al context at different axes of identity (Berents 2016; Erevelles and Nyugen 
2016; Field and Simmons 2022; Mitchell and Rentschler 2016). Catherine Van-
ner implores us to continue to center girls’ voices in our efforts toward learn-
ing more about what girls need, suggesting, 



172  / C hapter 7

Adults working to strengthen transnational girlhood need to exam-
ine how our efforts genuinely connect girls from different localities 
and build from the experiences they choose to share. We must con-
sider how we frame these experiences in an intersectional analysis 
that privileges the voices of girls who have been the most overlooked, 
mobilizing with them to enact structural changes that create a better 
world in which to be a girl (2019:128). 

What does girls’ participation on social media mean across various global 
contexts? What do the digital girlhoods they are creating tell us about pro-
cesses of girlhood in those places? What possibilities are there for girls’ po-
litical resistance and transformation online? The work being done in this arena 
is exciting, innovative, and timely. 

There remains a dearth of research on intersectional explorations of so-
cial media participation and its impacts on girls. Questions of how tween girls 
at various intersections of identity relate to and characterize their experiences 
on social media are vital. More sociological inquiry into queer girlhoods on-
line is a fruitful area of research, as existing literature on LGBTQIA+ youth 
online suggests that social media can all at once heighten experiences of dis-
crimination, harassment, bullying, and violence as well as be a refuge, pro-
viding access to resources and community and creating space for people to 
express themselves in authentic ways (Austin et al. 2020; Craig et al. 2015; 
Kuper, Adams, and Mustanski 2018; McInroy 2019). An avenue worthy of 
thoughtful exploration is how new media behaviors among girls may con-
tribute to broader representation and understanding of varied girlhood sex-
ual subjectivities, resistance to prescribed notions of hetero-sexiness, and the 
queering of girlhoods. Discursive constructions of American tween girls in 
public and popular media deploy controlling images of appropriate or ac-
ceptable expressions of body and sexuality for tween girls, begging impor-
tant questions about how content creation may disrupt and subvert those 
images. Additionally, as social media has contributed to increased represen-
tation and visibility of gender and sexual diversity, I wonder how queer girls 
may experience phenomena such as gatekeeping, policing, and surveillance 
surrounding queer authenticity in their performances in digital space. Would 
a digital values system of authenticity like what is exhibited in reaction to the 
Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend find parallel with questions of whether girls 
are being “queer enough” online? 

Regarding girls with disabilities, none of the tween girls I interviewed 
had a visible disability, and I did not explicitly ask about disabilities, visible 
or invisible. I also could not reasonably assess whether the girls in the Pretty 
or Ugly YouTube videos identify with having a disability unless explicitly men-
tioned. If disability is mentioned, it is not necessarily framed that way, as tween 
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girls in the videos reference anxiety, depression, and/or neurodiversity in a 
way that is usually uncritical or unattached to conceptualizations of disabil-
ity as political category. Stienstra asks, 

Why does disability as a problem or lack figure so prominently in the 
stories of girls with disabilities? Does disability substantively and neg-
atively alter all experiences of girls? How do experiences of disabil-
ity interact with global location, minority culture or being Indigenous 
for girls? (2015:55). 

Because of the vastness and multiplicity of disability as identity, social con-
struct, and political category (Kafer 2013; Wendell 1997), intersections of dis-
ability and girlhood embodiments require much more attention, especially 
as disability often supersedes girlhood as an identity category (Erevelles and 
Mutua 2005), marring the unique and varied gendered embodied experiences 
of girls with disabilities in digital space (Hill 2017; Hill 2023).

Investigating further gendered dynamics of social media use, I note that 
tween girls routinely brought up differences in how girls and boys use social 
media from their perspectives during our interviews. Research that does not 
lump all youth together is necessary to explore how gender scripts and norms 
are enacted on social media and how tween boys characterize their experi-
ences on social media in terms of gendered expectations and gender perfor-
mances. Additionally, the politics of racial performance require more fer-
vent investigation. I did not put substantial emphasis on racial identity and 
racialized experiences of social media in my interview guide, as it was not a 
central part of my research design. While this was a missed opportunity, my 
interview sample was predominantly Black and Latina girls (accounting for 
sixteen of the twenty-six girls I interviewed). What they shared with me dur-
ing the interview process showcases the intricacies, overlaps, and divergences 
of digital girlhoods, invaluable in illuminating nuanced, everyday experi-
ences of tween girls online. 

Additionally, the interview findings offer a compelling interplay with how 
the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend is overwhelmingly White in its makeup. 
Racial performance was a narrow thread of analysis in my exploration of the 
Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend. I primarily looked at how many White girls 
in the trend co-opt elements of Black culture and features of Black beauty 
and how some Black girls demonstrate performances of “ideal femininity” 
(i.e., Whiteness) in their videos. Existing literature on tween and teen girls 
and the politics of race online is fecund and growing (Barner 2016; Erigha 
and Crooks-Allen 2020; Hill 2019; Hobson 2016; Lindsey 2013; Wade 2019a; 
Wade 2024). More thorough exploration of racial performance and perfor-
mativity (Butler 1990; Markus and Moya 2010) in the Pretty or Ugly YouTube 
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trend, in addition to continued qualitative investigation into how racial iden-
tity mediates experiences on social media for tween girls, is a crucial area of 
inquiry. As Wade argues, “racially nuanced understandings of girlhood can 
lead to more expansive imaginings of what the Internet can do in the realm 
of social justice” (2019a:iii). 

Deepening Inquiry into the Pretty or Ugly Question
The pretty or ugly question being asked on public digital platforms offers many 
continued veins of analysis, whether furthering analysis of the YouTube trend 
itself or furthering understanding of iterations of the trend on other social 
media platforms. Because I was most interested in analyzing Pretty or Ugly 
videos as a prominent example of contemporary digital girlhoods in and of 
themselves, I was less focused on the social meanings of the comments post-
ed on the videos. And because of the tremendous volume of these videos and 
the incredible range of number of views and comments across the trend, I 
did not include a systematic analysis of number of views and content of com-
ments on videos when designing this research project. We know virtually 
nothing about how the tween girls making these videos respond to and/or 
internalize comments, and contacting subjects of these videos brings up du-
bious ethical quandaries. Given the widespread media condemnation of the 
trend, as well as the significant number of response videos that popped up 
in reaction to it, it is fair to suggest we assume the worst as far as how girls 
might interact with comments on their content. But there is also the possi-
bility of increased self-esteem and positive self-feeling inspired by affirming 
comments and likes (Cipolletta et al. 2020; Davis 2013). Viewer comments 
and Pretty or Ugly response videos warrant further study, especially as it-
erations of this trend and the question “Am I pretty or ugly?” have popped 
up on other social media platforms.

Additionally, I recommend investigation into the Pretty or Ugly trend 
surrounding identity development, psychoanalysis, and the unique and im-
portant function of the web camera as a mirror. Pretty or Ugly videos are a 
digital version of an explicitly gendered mirror stage. Jacques Lacan (1968) 
theorizes the mirror stage as a mode of development for identity and sub-
jectivity—a child learns to identify himself in a mirror as an Other, able to 
see the body as an object outside of himself, giving way to a psychic repre-
sentation of the self, or I. Catherine Driscoll (2002) offers a more gendered 
approach to the mirror stage. She writes, “If something approximating the 
mirror stage is necessary to the formation of body image, feminine adoles-
cence might locate processes comparable to the mirror stage” (2002:238). Pret-
ty or Ugly videos are an example of this process. Through use of a web camera, 
whether on a computer, tablet, or mobile phone, girls see, watch, and assess 
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themselves before ever posting a video for public consumption. This policing 
via the web camera (which literally acts as a mirror) works to construct a body 
image and visual representation of the self that is Othered through the screen. 
Self-assessment occurs first, and girls then make the choice to post these vid-
eos on YouTube. The question of pretty or ugly is not as simple as girls asking 
and getting answers from viewers; the fact that they are seeing themselves 
during the making of the video matters immensely.

In coding the Pretty or Ugly memos, it became readily apparent that most 
girls are not looking at the web camera as they record their videos; they are 
plainly looking at themselves on the screen. Often, they will move their faces 
and bodies and position themselves at different angles, playing with their hair 
and pursing their lips just as they might when looking in a mirror. A signifi-
cant number of the videos in the sample do not have any verbal language or 
script. Rather, the viewer is only made aware of the intent of the video through 
the title and tagline at the bottom of the screen. Sonia’s video is a clear ex-
ample. For approximately thirty seconds, the viewer watches Sonia (White 
and approximately eleven or twelve years old), smile into the screen, tilting 
and shifting her head to various angles and running her fingers through her 
hair. She is looking at herself, not at the camera. The only way a viewer would 
know to comment on her appearance is because the video, titled “Pretty or 
Ugly?” has a tagline below that reads, “Please tell me what you think! Am I 
pretty or ugly?” An investigation of the more abstract meanings and pos-
sibilities of the Pretty or Ugly trend through a framework of psychoanalytic 
feminist theory could yield compelling empirical and theoretical contribu-
tions to girlhood studies and questions of identity development.

Though the Pretty or Ugly YouTube trend raises several other questions, 
a final one I wish to highlight is around the blurred boundary between the 
physical and the digital and what it might mean for American tween girls to 
situate themselves as sexual subjects on YouTube. Many of the videos I ana-
lyzed (41 of the 260) are coded as “sexy”—coded as such because the video 
subject in question positions herself in ways that align with heteronormative 
scripts and constructions of what is considered sexy appearance and behavior 
within a cis-hetero normative patriarchal social order. In some videos, girls 
are in various states of undress, contorting their bodies in ways that empha-
size legs, torsos, and breasts. They smile coyly at the web camera, bite their lips, 
play with their hair, and perform their bodies in ways that resemble Western 
pornified images from popular men’s magazines and media. In these videos, 
the tensions of tweenhood are amplified.

I paid close attention to my own reactions to these videos coded as sexy, 
and I understood just how entrenched our cultural notions of girls as pure 
and innocent and as objects of desire are. My instinct was not to celebrate 
what these tween girls are doing but rather to cringe, suck in my breath, and 
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hope that they are being careful with how they make themselves available to 
viewers. I question these seemingly inherent feelings of fear and horror and 
how my reaction would change if these video subjects were in any way dif-
ferent from how I perceive them in terms of age, race, gender, and so on. I 
see these videos as negotiating a cultural landscape of American girlhood 
that presumes innocence while also presuming the power of girls’ bodies as 
distracting and enticing to men and boys (Doyle 2019; Renold and Ringrose 
2011). And I see that maybe through all the contradictions that tell these girls 
who they are supposed to be, what they are supposed to look like, and how 
they are supposed to behave, girls are making a justified choice, a valid choice, 
in playing with the public and private, playing with intimate space by mak-
ing it visible (Ashton and Patel 2020; Kearney 2011; Kennedy 2020; McRob-
bie and Garber 2006), expressing and playing with sexuality via digital girl-
hoods.

Some of these Pretty or Ugly performances can be categorized as what 
Shields Dobson calls “hot and hostile” (2015:67): girls gazing directly at the 
camera with assertive body language, baring parts of their bodies while cov-
ering others. Feminist logic is present in these performances in strange and 
novel ways. Because tween girls are the producers of these videos and images, 
they can present themselves as sexual beings while maintaining a barrier be-
tween themselves and a viewer who may desire to do more than gaze. In the 
fluid space of the digital, girls can create and perform while troubling the 
cultural weight of the male gaze (Mulvey 1975).

Compulsory visibility on social media, how tween girls perform their bod-
ies online, is inherently connected to sexuality. Though not as central to my 
analysis as questions of authenticity, social capital, and homosocial relation-
ships, the push-pull between desperation and desire that shows up in the Pret-
ty or Ugly YouTube trend intrigues me. It is difficult to parse what might be 
exploitation versus empowerment for a tween girl living in a heteronorma-
tive, masculine hegemonic culture. Girls do not exist in a vacuum; they are 
influenced by the culture in which they live and must reckon with hetero-
normative expectations, both overt and covert. Girls are not supposed to come 
off as desperate, and yet they are often categorized as such by viewers in com-
ments on videos and images. They are also not supposed to come across as 
openly confident, overtly sexual, or desirous. Culturally speaking, we flatten 
girls as being desirable, as objects of desire, even as we provide them with 
endless consumer options to present themselves as empowered, even sexu-
ally empowered. That empowerment, within the “Girl Power!” model of con-
temporary American girlhood, remains heavily constrained by persistent op-
pressive gendered norms. Preston-Sidler writes, “Girlhood, especially the 
transition to womanhood, is a negotiation of the tension between cultural 
imperatives and individual and collective desires” (2015:199). 
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There are some feminist empirical studies of girls’ sexualities, but ques-
tions of where and how tween girl sexualities interact with the digital must 
be substantially deepened. Sexual desires are complex feelings for adolescent 
and teenage girls (Fine 1988; Fine and McClelland 2007; French 2013; McRob-
bie 1993; Orenstein 2016; Renold and Ringrose 2013; Tolman 1994; Tolman 
2005). In her work on adolescent female sexuality and desire, Deborah Tol-
man (1994) suggests that during adolescence, girls lose touch with embodied 
desires and start to view themselves from the perspectives of men. Histori-
cally, women and girls have been theorized as sexually passive—ideal femi-
ninity has traditionally been linked with passivity, while masculinity is as-
sociated with the active in sexual relations (Bordo 1993; Brumberg 1997; 
Tolman 1994). The idea that tween girls can and do desire sex remains ab-
stract and distressing in the American cultural imagination. The “Girl Power!” 
model of contemporary girlhood has put emphasis on empowerment through 
sexy femininity, but the protectionist imperative is still alive and well. Shields 
Dobson explains:

Feminist scholars have acknowledged the contradictions girls and 
young women face to present themselves as “sexy,” but not “slutty” 
or “sexualized.” At the same time, young women are called to present 
their identities in line with the girl-powered neoliberal ideals dis-
cussed of girls as confident, strong, capable, fun, and up for a good 
time. They are called toward public self-representation, visibility, and 
self-exposure (2015:40).

There is work being done in academia and some forms of media to change 
this long-accepted convention of passive feminine sexuality, but I suggest that 
tween girls, amongst the top users of visibility-oriented social media sites, 
are doing the most groundbreaking and important work of dismantling so-
cial and cultural restrictions on their sexualities via online visibility and body 
performances, and it is worthy of attention.

Recommendations and Signing Off
American society is still grappling with social media becoming a normal-
ized part of everyday life. Only within the last fifteen years or so has social 
media really proliferated and youth participation on social media exploded. 
The most popular platforms among tween girls today (YouTube, TikTok, In-
stagram, Snapchat) are being used for different purposes, whether for creat-
ing a video demonstrating an interest, sharing selfies, documenting daily 
life, building social capital, engaging in self-expression, or connecting with 
friends. Given how new social media is in the scope of everyday life for Amer-
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ican youth, continued sociological investigation of and phenomenological 
approaches to the digital arena are prudent. 

The onset of social media use among adolescents to such a significant 
degree mobilizes cultural anxieties and persistent questions. But social me-
dia is something we are all navigating, adults included, and we are still learn-
ing what its impacts are, both good and bad. Tween girls may be figuring out 
who they are online as they are in the physical spaces they move through, 
but to suggest that they are only vulnerable, only at risk, implies that social 
media is not for them, when really, girls have been on social media from the 
beginning and have made social media what it is. 

As a society, we cannot discount the voices of American tween girls that 
characterize the why and how behind their social media use or dismiss the 
digital girlhoods that constitute contemporary tween girl digital cultures and 
the issues they bring to the fore. This research finds that tween girls have com-
plicated relationships with social media but deeply value and give powerful 
meaning to their ability to control how they are seen and who can see them; 
to create content that they believe in, that they are passionate about, and that 
makes them feel good; and to connect with friends and foster digital interac-
tions centered on homosocial support and affirmation.

Popular and public media that frames girls as irresponsible online par-
ticipants, shallow consumers, narcissists, or passive victims of online pred-
atory behavior do not reflect what is going on with American tween girls on-
line. Societal focus should not be on restricting tween girls’ social media use 
in a bid to protect them from predators and preserve their culturally con-
structed innocence. Girls deserve to be safe, and they deserve our attention, 
but so often the response to their social media use is either dismissive of girls 
as vapid or panicked that girls are going to behave recklessly and therefore 
experience harm. Too often, girls are dismissed simply because they are girls. 
I do not suggest that we do nothing in the face of tween girls experiencing 
harm on social media, but I implore us to consider how we frame the solution 
as individualized, positioning girls as personally responsible for how others 
engage with them online, or as self-regulation, which I learned tween girls 
are already doing to a significant degree, primarily in prioritizing privacy and 
personal safety on these platforms.

Education and social practice should be geared toward safe and respon-
sible use, but I think it needs to be framed as a collective enterprise and an 
evolving conversation between and among tween girls and adult stakehold-
ers that continually recognizes tween girls as agential subjects across social 
arenas, including on social media. Cyber safety programming should strive 
for mixed methods research and various modes of knowledge production 
toward a more holistic understanding of social media participation, in par-
ticular privileging the voices of youth who are using these platforms daily. 
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The sociocultural landscape is ever shifting, and digital challenges young 
people face are context specific and change over time. 

Relatedly, response to tween girl social media use should be sensitive to 
the discursive positioning of the tween age category. Tween girls demonstrate 
familial dependence (socially, emotionally, materially, etc.), but they are com-
ing into themselves in a new way, developing independence and autonomy 
and engaging in self- and social development in both physical and digital space 
(Nesi, Choukas-Bradley, and Prinstein 2018; Abiala and Hernwall 2013). Tween 
girls should be supported in their experimentation and play online, and re-
sources for ensuring harm reduction on social media must be attuned to the 
realities of American tween girls as a tremendously heterogeneous group of 
humans (Livingstone 2009). Channeling more resources into education and 
programming that teaches critical thought, and critical social media literacies 
specifically (Pangrazio and Cardozo Gaibisso 2020), can help tween girls self-
reflect, connect to broader social and political realities, and consider the role 
of their digital girlhoods in the production of new tween girl digital cultures.

Emphasis on diverse experience and identities can also help foster inclu-
sion and create equitable opportunities for young people in utilizing digital 
space. Tween girls are open to these messages and desire to stay safe online. 
Actively listening to tween girls, centering their voices as expert digital stake-
holders, and looking at what they produce online as sources of valuable knowl-
edge about contemporary digital girlhoods can work toward dismantling 
the social ills that plague American girlhoods.

While social media reflects these ills, I argue that the competing cultural 
models of innocent girls in need of protection and “Girl Power!” have buoyed 
heteronormative patriarchal structures, mobilized toxic girl culture, spurred 
and naturalized girls bullying girls, and reinforced girlhood confusion, self-
doubt, negative body image, and dangerous associated behaviors such as eat-
ing disorders and self-harm. A surge of body-positive rhetoric online has 
primarily served to bolster neoliberal, individualized efforts toward the em-
powered body as capitalist consumer project and product. It has not mean-
ingfully disrupted or transformed the systems that reproduce and reify gen-
der-based oppressions. Confidence culture (Orgad and Gill 2022) has fostered 
conditions for American women that suggests they can have it all, but they 
also need to do it all. This translates to how American tween girls are growing 
up and negotiating contradiction both online and offline. American girlhoods 
are not monolithic. They are informed by identity politics, sociopolitical re-
alities, economics, and cultural expectations.

Through the normalized production of digital girlhoods on visibility-ori-
ented platforms and the cultivation of meaningful digital communities, 
American tween girls have found ways to make social media their own and 
have granted us the opportunity to get to know them better by engaging with 
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them and what they create online. Tween girls may be hearts, stars, rainbows, 
flowers, and bubblegum. They may be princess crowns, disco balls, lip gloss, 
glitter, peace signs, and smiley faces. If we devalue these things, it is only be-
cause they are associated with conventional femininity, which we have the-
orized as shallow and material. Tween girls claim it as their own while also 
demonstrating their dynamic interests and values online. So yes, they are 
all those things. Those things are awesome. And they are also coders, artists, 
athletes, entrepreneurs, poets, dancers, musicians, bakers, chefs, activists, 
crafters, creatives, and comedians.

Palfrey and Gasser suggest that “as a culture of fear emerges around the 
online environment, we must put these real threats into perspective; our chil-
dren and future generations have tremendous opportunities in store for them, 
and not in spite of the digital age, but because of it” (2016:9). The onus should 
not be on tween girls to keep themselves offline for fear of voyeurs and trolls; 
indeed, if that fear is the grounds on which we are restricting girls, we need 
to seriously consider the foundations of that fear, the histories and cultural 
incongruities that champion a girls’ ability to be and do anything but keep 
her suppressed in practice. Rather, it is our responsibility, as the people in-
vested in the well-being of our girls, to open further avenues of communica-
tion and investigation so that tween girls, in all their identities, intersections, 
and nuance, may continue to play, create, explore, act, participate, build com-
munity, and take full advantage of all the contemporary digital landscape 
has to offer them.



CHAPTER 1

1. There is social, cultural, and political debate on the recommendation of using up-
percase B versus lowercase b when referring to Black subjects. My original feeling in for-
matting the text was that Black should be capitalized. Historically and in much of the social 
science and feminist scholarship I have read, Black has been capitalized and white remains 
lowercase. This formatting feels correct to me. Yet there are arguments to be made that 
keeping white lowercase allows white people to be understood as individuals, normal-
izing whiteness as somehow devoid of racial meaning or categorization, especially with-
in white supremacist systems. I also want to be mindful of how the w in white has at times 
been capitalized and weaponized as violence to assert white dominance. The ASA style 
guide indicates racial groups should be lowercase, while the APA guide follows principles 
of capitalization for racial groups and identities. Though there are multiple ways to go 
about this, I have made the decision to capitalize all references to racial categories and 
identities (Black, White, Latina, etc.) to emphasize the weight that racial identities and 
embodiments hold in shaping experiences of tween girls, both online and offline, and to 
underscore the crucial politics and histories of racialization as they intersect with girl-
hood embodiments. Exceptions are made for direct quotes from works by other authors.

2. Social media and its impacts on populations is far from fully understood (Ander-
son et al. 2022; Valkenburg, Meier, and Beyens 2022; Valkenburg et al. 2022). Social me-
dia platforms shift and expand, and their utilization is context driven and specific. As 
Papacharissi writes, “our understanding of social media is temporally, spatially, and tech-
nologically sensitive—informed but not restricted by the definitions, practices, and ma-
terialities of a single time period or locale. How we have defined social media in societies 
has changed, and will continue to change” (2015:1). For clarity, I use the following defi-
nition of social media in this work: “Social media are web-based services that allow in-
dividuals, communities, and organizations to collaborate, connect, interact, and build 

Notes
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community by enabling them to create, co-create, modify, share, and engage with user-
generated content that is easily accessible” (McCay-Peet and Quan-Haase 2017:17). 

3. A New York Times article published in March of 2022 lays out recent data from a 
survey study conducted by the nonprofit organization Common Sense Media, in par-
ticular commenting on increasing amounts of screen time among children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The survey collected data from an eight- to twelve-year-old demo-
graphic but was not able to pinpoint use of specific platforms among this demographic 
because it is a protected class. The article notes the difficulty of situating this data in 
broader social context, as federal law (Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act, or COPPA) 
prohibits companies from collecting data of children under the age of thirteen, the es-
tablished minimum age for young people to create accounts on social media platforms 
such as Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok. This age restriction is not regularly enforced, 
as children younger than thirteen are highly visible users of social media platforms. Yet 
they are also an invisible demographic online given the limited data available on their 
use of social media.

4. I opted to give Pretty or Ugly video subjects pseudonyms for the analysis not only 
for the sake of clarity in referring to various videos throughout the book but also because, 
even though these videos are public and available to view on YouTube and to use in aca-
demic research via the fair use doctrine (Stim 2019), I deemed it important to offer an 
added layer of protection to the girls who may use channels that are not their own, make 
videos without parental/guardian permission, or want to maintain some level of anonym-
ity, not expecting their video to extend beyond friends and family in terms of viewership. 
Because it was not ethically or logistically feasible to reach out to video subjects directly, 
I felt it best to use less direct identifying information and use pseudonyms across the en-
tirety of the study, for both Pretty or Ugly video subjects as well as the tween girls I in-
terviewed.

5. In videos in which a subject does not articulate a specific gender identity, I assumed 
a gender category of girl by assessing whether subjects are wearing feminine-coded cloth-
ing, speaking and gesturing in feminine ways, and exhibiting other markers that indicate 
a girlhood identity. I estimated tween age category and assumed racial and gender cat-
egories for inclusion in the sample for the textual analysis. I fully recognize the limita-
tions of this subjective estimation. Ideally, each video subject would identify themselves 
in terms of age, race, and gender so that if others were to watch and analyze the same set 
of YouTube videos, recognition of the subjects therein would be consistent. I was not able 
to reach out to video subjects individually for multiple reasons. According to fair use legal 
doctrine, YouTube videos can be reused for academic purposes (YouTube Copyright and 
Fair Use; Stim 2019). For my research, I looked at and analyzed YouTube videos as public 
content, but because I could not be certain whether specific YouTube channels posting 
Pretty or Ugly videos belonged to the video subject, a family member, or another party 
entirely, I could not ensure direct outreach to video subjects. Furthermore, given that 
the video subjects are minors, the ability to obtain parental consent to speak with girls 
directly was outside of feasibility for this project. I could not contact parents/guardians 
of the tween girls in the videos because the only point of contact would be through the 
YouTube channel itself. The ethical considerations of trying to contact video subjects 
through YouTube were questionable and could have put the girls at risk. I was most in-
terested in analyzing the Pretty or Ugly trend broadly and at face value and felt the best 
option was to make certain defensible assumptions about the identities of the video 
subjects.



NOTE TO CHAPTER 3  /  183

CHAPTER 3

1. I was not entirely familiar with the function of this social media app at the start of 
my research and subsequently learned that Musical.ly shut down after its merger with 
TikTok, which was the most downloaded app in the United States in 2018 and rapidly 
grew to be the social media platform du jour during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 
At the time of writing, TikTok remains the most popular app among tween girls second 
only to YouTube (Kennedy 2020; Perez 2020). 
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