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Introduction
The Rise of Digital Visibility in the Performing Arts

The performing arts industry has undergone a significant transformation with the rise of digital culture, where performers’ social media presence has become a crucial extension of their professional identity. Particularly in musical theatre, visibility is no longer limited to what happens purely on stage. Instead, platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and X have become essential tools for self-promotion, networking, and engaging with audiences. This shift has altered how performers are seen and how they build their careers, as maintaining an online presence is now expected rather than optional. As a result, performers are increasingly required to manage and develop an online persona alongside their professional work, making digital visibility a key factor in staying relevant within an industry that has become increasingly competitive.

This dissertation sits across areas such as performance studies, digital culture, and media sociology, exploring how the expectations placed on performers today can impact their personal safety. Traditionally, performance research has focused on the relationship between entertainer and audience, and the ways in which performers present themselves on stage. These ideas usually describe performance as something that happens in a specific space, where the artist has more control over how they are seen. However, with the rise of social media, this relationship has started to shift. The boundaries between public and private life have become increasingly blurred, as audiences are now able to engage more directly with performers and, in some cases, feel a sense of connection to their personal lives rather than simply observing their work.

Getting work is no longer just about talent alone. Public image, personal branding, and how performers are perceived by audiences now play a significant role, with social media becoming central to this process. Social media platforms offer valuable opportunities for performers to promote their work, build a following, and connect with industry professionals. However, these platforms also create an expectation that performers should remain consistently active and visible online. In addition to the boundaries being blurred for audiences, it is now necessary for getting work. As Heidi Dean (2019) argues, “Without an active social media presence, you’re less desirable to producers and networks because you can’t share their project with your fans.” This highlights how online visibility is no longer just beneficial, but increasingly expected within the industry. For many, particularly those at the beginning of their careers, this does not always feel like a choice, but rather an unspoken requirement of the profession. This pressure to maintain visibility can shape how performers present themselves, influencing not only their professional identity but also how much of their personal lives they feel expected to share.

Visibility, Risk, and Research Aims

While increased visibility can lead to greater opportunities, it also exposes performers to a range of risks. These include online abuse, invasive behaviour from fans, and, in more serious cases, stalking. The accessibility created by social media can make performers feel more reachable to audiences, which may encourage forms of interaction that cross personal boundaries. This highlights how digital exposure can extend beyond professional opportunities and begin to impact personal safety. A clear example of this can be seen in Holly Willoughby, who stepped down from her role on This Morning after 14 years following a serious stalking case. Evidence showed that an individual had developed an obsession with her over a long period of time and had planned to kidnap her, sharing these intentions online. As a result, Willoughby not only left her long-term role for her own safety, but also described how the experience affected her daily life, stating that “I’ve spent a long time not being able to take my kids to school” (Willoughby, 2025). As a result, it becomes difficult to separate a performer’s public identity from their private life, raising important questions about whether the benefits of maintaining an online presence outweigh the potential personal and emotional costs.

Importantly, this issue does not exist on its own, but is also shaped by wider media, including news outlets and entertainment journalism. Performers’ lives are frequently reported on, discussed, and shared through online media platforms, sometimes in ways that blur the line between their professional work and personal life. Interviews, headlines, and viral stories can increase a performer’s visibility, potentially supporting their careers. However, this increased exposure can also draw attention to aspects of their private lives that they may not have intended to make public. In some cases, this level of coverage can make performers more recognisable and widely known, increasing their accessibility to audiences in ways that may heighten the risk of unwanted attention.

Media plays an important role in shaping how performers are seen, often reinforcing the idea that their personal lives are part of their public identity. This can create a culture where audiences feel entitled to comment on or access parts of a performer’s life beyond their work. When this is combined with the interactive nature of social media, it becomes easier for boundaries to be crossed, whether intentionally or not. As a result, performers can find themselves in a situation where being visible helps their career, but also creates personal challenges.

Wider Social Concerns and Industry Pressures

This topic feels especially relevant in the current context, as conversations around online safety, digital identity, and mental health continue to grow. In January 2026, the government announced a consultation on the use of social media for children under the age of 16, reflecting increasing concerns about the impact of online spaces. Emphasising this concern, online safety minister Kanishka Narayan stated that “we want to get it right. Do the right thing by our kids. That’s what we’ll do,” highlighting the government’s intention to address the risks associated with digital environments. One of the key issues raised was the effect social media can have on body image, including the risk of unhealthy habits and eating disorders. This is particularly relevant within the performing arts industry, where there is often pressure to appear ‘fit and healthy’, but this is frequently misunderstood as needing to look a certain way. Many performers feel pressure to have ‘the right look’, with appearance sometimes being prioritised over talent. 

This can be seen in industries such as professional cheerleading, where strict beauty standards are often enforced.
For example, the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders have been criticised for placing a strong emphasis on physical appearance, with expectations around body shape and presentation. As one account describes, “You have to be skinny, not have hip dips, and god don’t even think about having cellulite or little hairs randomly…” (Brown A, 2024), highlighting the unrealistic standards placed on performers. These pressures can begin at a young age and continue throughout a performer’s career. Alongside this, issues surrounding boundaries, consent, and how accessible performers should be to audiences are becoming more widely discussed, especially as more cases of online abuse and invasive behaviour emerge within the creative industries. Focusing on performers highlights how digital visibility is not simply an optional part of the profession, but something that can carry emotional pressure and personal risk. It also raises broader questions about responsibility, including the role of audiences, media platforms, and industry expectations in shaping these dynamics.


Ultimately, this dissertation will explore the ways in which social media has reshaped the relationship between performers and audiences, with particular attention to how increased visibility can create both opportunities and risks. By looking over the pressures placed on performers to maintain an online presence, as well as the potential consequences of this visibility, this research aims to contribute to ongoing discussions around digital culture and personal safety within the performing arts. In doing so, it seeks to highlight the need for a more critical understanding of how visibility operates in contemporary performance contexts, and how performers can navigate the balance between professional exposure and personal boundaries.

Literature Review
From Traditional Performance to Digital Identity

Research into performance has often explored how performers present themselves to audiences, especially in terms of identity and how they are seen. This idea usually describes performance that takes place in a specific setting, usually a stage or on television. Where performers have more control on how they present themselves. Within this, there is a clear separation between the performers public role and private life, as the audiences engage with them mainly through their work. However, many become curious about who the people are behind the character and want to ‘get to know’ the performers more for who they are. This is where social media comes in, as performers are now arguably more visible beyond the stage, often sharing aspects of their personal lives which can confuse the boundaries between their professional and personal identities.

With the development of social media, ideas around performance and identity have shifted, particularly in how performers construct and present themselves. Rather than identity being something shown only within a performance space, it is now often shaped continuously through online platforms. This means that performers are not only presenting a character on stage, but are also creating and maintaining a version of themselves online. This form of digital identity can be more curated, but also more exposed, as it often combines both personal and professional elements. In this context, audiences are no longer just observers, but can actively engage with performers through comments, messages, and shared content. 
Online viewers are now able to engage directly and form opinions beyond a performer’s work. In more extreme cases, this level of exposure can contribute to invasive behaviour, including forms of harassment that are driven by both admiration and hostility. As a result to increased digital visibility, audiences may also follow performers’ personal lives more closely, which can create a stronger sense of emotional connection. While this can increase support and engagement, it can also place additional pressure on performers, as they may feel more aware of how they are perceived both on and off stage. As a result, the distinction between public and private identity becomes less clear, with performers navigating a space where their personal lives can become part of their public image.

Visibility, Branding, and Industry Pressures

As a result of this increased visibility, performers are often expected to maintain an active and carefully managed online presence. This can create a sense of pressure, as social media is no longer simply a tool for promotion, but something that can influence career opportunities and professional success. Performers may feel the need to present a consistent and appealing image, contributing to the idea of personal branding, where both their professional work and personal identity become part of how they are marketed. This can make it difficult to separate personal expression from professional expectations, as what is shared online may shape how performers are perceived within the industry.

 For example, posting content that does not align with an expected ‘brand’, including expressing personal beliefs such as political or religious views, may lead to negative reactions or affect how performers are viewed professionally. In addition, performers may also be exposed to forms of online judgement such as sexualisation or body shaming, which further complicates how they present themselves online. The awareness of being constantly visible can therefore create emotional pressure, particularly when audiences not only create opportunities, but also exposes performers to risks such as online abuse, invasive behaviour, and threats to personal safety.

The growth of social media has shifted how performers are seen and how they interact with audiences. As a result, performances may begin to feel more personal and, at times, more daunting, particularly if performers are aware that audiences have access to aspects of their private lives. This can create added pressure, as mistakes made in a live theatre setting are immediate and visible, and may be judged not only professionally but also on a personal level. For well-known performers, this risk is heightened, as moments can be shared and circulated across social media, potentially leading to criticism that extends beyond the performance itself and, in some cases, impacting their reputation or career. In 2019, West End performer Carrie Hope Fletcher experienced first-hand how harmful this level of online visibility can be. At the time, Fletcher had built a large following through musical theatre content online, stating that “99 per cent of people who come online to talk about musical theatre are lovely, there’s one per cent who are terrifying” (Brown, 2025). After receiving death threats, she reported the situation to the police, who responded by suggesting that “if you put yourself out there then what do you expect?” (Brown, 2025). The situation escalated further when an individual used images she had shared on social media to create explicit and invasive material, which was then distributed to her colleagues, family, and wider online audiences. Although this did not directly impact her career, it significantly affected her sense of personal safety, with Fletcher stating that “I am always looking over my shoulder” (Brown, 2025).

Fame, Media Exposure, and Evolving Opportunities
Before the rise of social media, independent performers relied heavily on face-to-face promotion and word of mouth to build a fan base. Success often depended on being noticed in the right place at the right time, with talent scouts attending smaller venues and live performances in search of new artists. As Hwande (2018) suggests, “the only way to be heard by the world was if you started a revolution or received a pat on the back from an old man in a 1980’s style suit with enough money to back a marketing campaign.” Opportunities for wider exposure began to expand with the introduction of talent-based television shows, such as The Original Amateur Hour, which first aired in 1947. These programmes allowed performers to reach large audiences quickly, offering a more direct route to fame. Many successful artists, including One Direction, Girls Aloud, and Carrie Underwood, have emerged from similar platforms.
Someone who rose to stardom without the use of social media was Amy Winehouse, who was discovered when a demo tape she recorded with a friend was passed to A&R representative Darcus Beese. This led to her signing with Island Records. However, Winehouse struggled with drug use early in her career, and the British press widely reported on these issues, often framing them as a form of “light comedy.” Her repeated admissions to and discharges from rehabilitation were heavily publicised, with newspapers publishing intrusive photographs and making critical comments about her appearance, describing her as looking “worse for wear.” Winehouse was outspoken in her opposition to this treatment, making it clear to paparazzi that their presence was unwelcome and accusing them of attempting to stalk her. She even pursued legal action, obtaining an injunction against the photo agency Big Pictures to stop them from continuing to follow her. Many believe that the persistent harassment and judgement from the media contributed to her struggles, suggesting that such pressure may have driven her towards substance use as a form of escape. Jarvis Cocker, frontman of Pulp, supports this perspective, arguing that the media played a role in her death. Reflecting on his own experiences, he stated that “that atmosphere of fear that tabloids cause… makes you want to get more off your head because you block it out.” This example demonstrates that not all publicity is beneficial, In Winehouse’s case, media attention proved deeply harmful, highlighting that damaging forms of exposure existed long before the rise of social media.
Social media can increase visibility for performers and allows them greater control over how they present themselves. However, this does not necessarily make it a safer environment. Instead, it expands the level of exposure, as not only do news outlets and traditional media report on a performer’s every move, but individuals with access to their online content can also observe, interpret, and comment on their activity. While sharing aspects of personal life may help performers appear more relatable and build stronger connections with audiences, it can also increase vulnerability by providing information that may be misused. As Ellen McCarthy explains, “they are stalking them because they feel they have a personal connection with the star, and that the star has a connection with them,” highlighting how perceived intimacy can lead to obsessive behaviour.
A notable example of this is Christina Grimmie, who gained recognition after appearing on The Voice in 2014. While building her career and fan base, Grimmie was tragically murdered during a meet-and-greet event in 2016 by an individual who had developed an obsessive fixation on her. Reports suggested that details of her personal life, particularly her relationship, had infuriated him, highlighting how accessible personal information can contribute to dangerous forms of attachment. This case highlights the potential dangers of increased visibility, raising important questions about the role of media exposure and the extent to which public access to personal information can impact performers’ safety. However, despite these risks, many performers continue to use social media as a way of gaining visibility and promoting themselves.
Fame, Media Exposure, and Risk
75% of performers actively share aspects of their lives online. Platforms can act as a digital portfolio, allowing performers to showcase their work and increase the chances of being noticed, as opportunities can arise from being seen by the right person at the right time. As the performing arts industry is known to be highly competitive, social media can also make it more accessible, enabling performers to find audition opportunities, connect with industry professionals, and create their own content. In some cases, this can lead to rapid exposure through viral content, helping to build a following and audience base.
This has led to the belief that having a strong online presence may now be beneficial, or even necessary, before achieving success within the industry. For example, performer Hannah Lowther gained attention after a video of her singing in her Tesco uniform went viral, which contributed to her securing roles in West End productions such as Six the Musical, Legally Blonde, and Heathers. However, this shift has also been criticised, with some arguing that opportunities are increasingly influenced by popularity rather than training or skill. As Holly Lucas suggests, “Isn’t it sad that you spend years and years honing your talent and training to be the best you can be, only to be thwarted by the fact that you have less than 500 followers on Instagram?” This highlights ongoing tensions within the industry, as performers who gain success through social media may also face criticism, with audiences questioning whether their achievements are based on talent or online popularity. 
Building on this, the impact of social media on performers extends beyond immediate pressures, affecting their long-term wellbeing and career progression. The constant visibility created by online platforms can lead to a heightened sense of being watched and judged, which may contribute to anxiety and emotional strain. In addition, the nature of social media means that content can be easily shared and circulated, making it difficult for performers to control how they are represented. This can have lasting consequences, as negative attention or criticism may affect a performer’s reputation and future opportunities. Unlike traditional performance settings, where mistakes are temporary, online content can remain accessible indefinitely, increasing the risk of ongoing judgement. 

As a result, performers are required to navigate not only their professional roles, but also the long-term impact of maintaining a public presence in a digital environment. From trying to juggle staying on top of your craft, being a social media influencer and trying to find enough money to pay the bills, you don’t have much time to focus on your mental well-being. A study shows “depression to be twice as likely in performers than the general population,” highlighting the emotional demands of the profession. When combined with the pressures of constant visibility and online judgement, social media may further intensify these challenges. This raises important questions about whether the visibility that social media provides truly supports long-term success, or whether it instead exposes performers to ongoing emotional and psychological strain. Therefore, while being “seen” online may create opportunities, it can also place performers in a position where they are increasingly exposed to harm, reflecting the central tension explored within this study.

Gaps in Research and Study Rationale

Current research highlights how social media has transformed the performing arts industry, especially in how performers are seen and how they connect with audiences. Many studies emphasise the opportunities this creates, including increased visibility, accessibility, and the ability for performers to promote themselves independently. However, there are also contrasting views within the literature, with some researchers arguing that this increased visibility can lead to added pressure, loss of privacy, and potential risks to performers’ wellbeing and safety. This suggests that while social media can support career development, it also introduces new challenges that performers must navigate. However, despite the emphasis on the benefits of social media, there are still clear gaps within the research. Much of the existing literature focuses on the opportunities it provides, such as increased visibility, career accessibility, and the ability for performers to promote themselves independently. 

While these aspects are important, there appears to be less attention given to the potential risks that come with this level of exposure. In particular, issues surrounding performer safety, long-term wellbeing, and the impact of constant visibility are often under-explored. This suggests that current research may present an unbalanced view, focusing more on success and opportunity, while overlooking the possible harm that social media can create for performers. Therefore, this project aims to explore whether social media truly allows performers to be seen to succeed, or whether it instead exposes them to harm through increased visibility and online engagement. By doing this, the study will aim to provide a more balanced understanding of social media, considering both its opportunities and its potential dangers within the industry. Therefore, this project aims to explore the impact of social media on performers within the performing arts industry, with a particular focus on how increased visibility shapes both their professional experiences and personal lives. While social media is often presented as a valuable tool for promotion and career development, this study will examine whether these benefits come alongside additional pressures and challenges. By focusing on performers’ experiences, this research will highlight how maintaining an online presence can influence wellbeing, audience relationships, and perceptions within the industry. In doing so, it aims to provide a more balanced perspective on whether social media primarily supports success, or whether it also creates difficulties that performers must continuously navigate.

Overall, the literature demonstrates that social media has become deeply embedded within the performing arts industry, shaping not only how performers promote themselves, but also how they are perceived and engaged with by audiences. While it is widely recognised as a valuable tool for increasing visibility and creating opportunities, the research also suggests that this constant exposure can introduce new pressures that extend beyond traditional performance spaces. What becomes clear is that social media is not simply an optional addition to a performer’s career, but something that increasingly influences professional success, personal identity, and audience relationships. At the same time, the balance between opportunity and challenge remains uncertain, as existing research often highlights the benefits without fully addressing the wider impact on wellbeing and personal boundaries. This highlights the importance of further exploration into how performers experience and manage this visibility in practice. Building on this, the practical element of this project will consider how performers navigate these expectations, and how awareness of these pressures can inform safer and more sustainable approaches within the industry. In doing so, the project aims to contribute to a more realistic understanding of what it means to exist as a performer in a digital age.



Conceptual Framework & Analytical Exploration of Identity Theory
Identity Theory and Performer Self-Presentation

Many actors can find themselves experiencing a sense of identity confusion, particularly when they become so used to playing a character that it begins to feel like the safest version of themselves. With the addition of social media, this pressure has intensified. What originally began as a space to share hobbies, personal experiences, and everyday life has become an environment where individuals are often heavily criticised and judged. As a result, some performers may feel the need to present a more controlled or consistent version of themselves, rather than expressing what they genuinely think or feel. As Alan Bamber suggests, “private lives are for private pages, not public ones. The focus here is on artists who are on social media specifically to get the word out about their art to the public,” highlighting the expectation for performers to carefully manage what they share online. This can be damaging, not only professionally but also personally, as changes in behaviour or identity may impact relationships outside of their career.
Cancel culture also plays a role in this, as while holding individuals accountable for harmful actions can be justified, many argue that it has become excessive. In some cases, performers face significant backlash for minor or human mistakes, which can lead to them being publicly criticised or excluded from opportunities. This can have lasting effects, leaving individuals struggling to rebuild their careers and questioning whether they will be able to recover professionally. For the small percentage of individuals who successfully enter the performing arts industry and build a public profile, increased recognition often comes with increased scrutiny. The more visible a performer becomes, the more open they are to public criticism, with online users able to monitor and comment on their actions. In some cases, this can include negative or hostile interactions, where responding in a similar tone may risk damaging a performer’s reputation or career. This can be further understood through identity theory, which suggests that individuals shape how they present themselves based on how they believe they are perceived by others. In the context of social media, this means performers may begin to prioritise audience expectations over personal authenticity, reinforcing the idea that their identity is something that must be continuously managed. As a result, increased visibility does not simply affect how performers are seen, but also how they understand and construct their sense of self within the industry.
Algorithmic Visibility and Performer Success
Platforms rely on these engagement signals to determine the value of content, often prioritising posts that generate strong reactions. This can result in the amplification of controversial or emotionally charged material, as such content is more likely to capture attention and encourage interaction. However, algorithms operate differently across platforms. For example, Instagram tends to prioritise short-form video content, such as Reels, that quickly captures user attention, while Facebook often promotes posts that generate extended conversation through comment threads. As a result, performers must adapt their content to align with these algorithmic preferences in order to remain visible.
 An example of a performer who has benefited from algorithmic visibility is Amber Davies. After graduating from drama school at the age of 20, she appeared on Love Island (Series 3), a programme that was highly popular at the time. It was widely recognised that contestants who performed well on the show often experienced a rapid increase in their social media following. Prior to her appearance, Davies had not established a professional career in musical theatre; however, after winning the series in 2017, her Instagram following rose to approximately 1.6 million. She was then able to utilise this heightened visibility to reshape her online presence, sharing more content that highlighted her performance skills and creative abilities. As her engagement increased, the algorithm would have been more likely to promote her content to users with an interest in theatre and performance, further expanding her reach. This demonstrates how performers can strategically align their content with algorithmic preferences in order to build a targeted audience.    
 Following this rise in visibility, Davies went on to establish a successful stage career, making her musical theatre debut in 9 to 5 and later performing in productions such as Back to the Future, Bring It On, Pretty Woman, and Legally Blonde. While her talent is evident, her rapid progression within the industry highlights the significant role that media exposure and algorithmic promotion can play in shaping career opportunities. This suggests that success within the performance industry is not solely based on ability, but is also influenced by visibility and the power of digital platforms to amplify certain individuals over others. The algorithm does not necessarily prioritise talent; instead, it favours content that aligns with current trends and generates immediate engagement. Performers who do not follow these patterns or produce highly engaging content are far less likely to reach audiences beyond their existing followers. 
Consistency also plays a significant role, as frequent posting increases visibility and interaction, helping to sustain audience interest over time. As a result, performers are often encouraged to post regularly in order to remain relevant and avoid being overlooked. Additionally, sharing more personal content can contribute to building a larger following, as it creates a sense of relatability and emotional connection with audiences. Followers may become invested in significant life events and begin to anticipate future posts, engaging with content in a way that resembles ongoing entertainment. However, this expectation to maintain constant visibility and share aspects of personal life highlights the pressure placed on performers to conform to algorithmic demands in order to succeed.


	
Analytical Exploration of Core Topic
Intimacy-Seeking and Obsessive Fixation

In order to understand the risks performers face, it is important to consider why individuals engage in stalking and obsessive behaviour in the first place. What can stem from common intrigue can quickly turn into obsession. In an episode of This Morning, Criminologist David Wilson explains the 5 types of stalkers and how they tend to come about. Stalkers are often categorized into several types. These include the intimacy-seeking stalker, who is typically a stranger or admirer seeking a relationship; the rejected stalker, who has had a past relationship with the victim that has since ended; the resentful stalker, who holds a grievance and aims to cause fear or distress; the incompetent stalker, who lacks understanding of social boundaries, and the predatory stalker, who intends to commit acts of violence.

Stalkers who originate from social media are often intimacy-seeking, as they are usually strangers to the victim. They may develop an inflated sense of entitlement or belief that they should be in a relationship with the person, and they often struggle to accept rejection or lack of interest. Yet, the obsession can quickly turn into hatred if they don’t like something you post, do or say. Research suggests that stalkers are particularly drawn to online content that reveals personal information, such as a victim’s location, daily routine, relationships, or emotional state. This type of information allows them to feel a sense of control and connection to the individual. By monitoring posts and interactions, stalkers can build a detailed picture of the victim’s life. They may also engage directly by liking or commenting on posts, which can serve as a way of asserting their presence and reminding the victim that they are being watched. In some cases, knowledge of frequently visited locations or routines can increase the stalker’s perceived closeness, reinforcing the idea that they could locate the victim if they chose to do so.

 They may justify their behaviour by convincing themselves that their feelings are genuine, leading them to believe they are entitled to a relationship with the victim. This can be seen in the case of Christina Grimmie, whose stalker demonstrated clear intimacy-seeking characteristics. He developed a one-sided emotional attachment to her, reinforcing a false sense of connection. Reports suggest that he altered his physical appearance in an attempt to gain her approval, highlighting the extent of his fixation. His behaviour reflected a belief that he “deserved” her, and that no one else should be in a relationship with her. This obsession escalated when he discovered that she was involved with someone else, ultimately leading to real-world violence and her death. News reports provide further insight into the intensity of his fixation, stating that “he talked about her at work so often that co-workers began to worry about his mental health” and that he even claimed that Grimmie was his “soul mate.” This case illustrates how intimacy-seeking stalkers can blur the boundaries between admiration and entitlement, allowing fixation to develop into dangerous and, in extreme cases, fatal behaviour.

In the digital age, visibility is largely controlled by algorithms rather than individuals. Social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook use algorithmic systems to mediate which content is promoted and which is suppressed, meaning not all posts are equally likely to reach a wide audience. Content is typically pushed to higher visibility based on levels of engagement, including likes, comments, and shares. Additionally, algorithms personalise content for users by analysing their behaviour and preferences, ensuring they are shown posts they are most likely to interact with. As K Cotter (2018) explains, “As we shop, browse, watch, play, and interact online, we leave trails of data upon which algorithms act to make decisions on our behalf.”
Algorithmic Visibility and Career Influence
In modern media, para-social relationships have become increasingly common, particularly within online spaces where content is shared regularly. Platforms such as Instagram and TikTok encourage frequent interaction between content creators and their audiences, allowing these one-sided relationships to develop. A para-social relationship occurs when a fan or follower forms an emotional connection with a creator, despite there being no real, reciprocal interaction. As creators consistently share aspects of their personal lives, followers may begin to feel as though they know them on an intimate level and are part of their everyday experiences.
While these relationships can initially appear harmless, there is a fine line between admiration and obsessive behaviour. In many cases, followers become highly invested in the creator’s life, experiencing genuine emotional reactions to their successes, struggles, and personal decisions. This can create a sense of protectiveness, where fans feel the need to defend or support the individual, similar to the behaviour of highly dedicated “super fans.” However, this emotional involvement can also become problematic, particularly when it begins to interfere with the follower’s own personal relationships. Individuals may start to compare their real-life friendships or romantic partners to the idealised version of the creator they have constructed, leading to dissatisfaction or unrealistic expectations.
Statistics
To explore para-social relationships further, I conducted a survey distributed via my Instagram account, where approximately 14,000 followers were able to participate and share their views. The survey included a range of questions designed to capture different aspects of audience engagement and online behaviour, resulting in 136 varied responses. Notably, 98% of participants reported using social media platforms multiple times a day, highlighting the extent to which these digital environments are embedded in everyday life. 
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]
Of the 136 respondents, 41 participants identified as female. Based on data from the Anti-Bullying Alliance suggesting that “1 in 5 women experience online harassment,” this would indicate that around 8 female participants within this sample may have been affected. However, it is important to note that this is an estimate based on broader statistics rather than directly reported experiences within this study.
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To further investigate this, participants were asked, “Have you ever felt harassed or unsafe whilst online?” While the majority (47.1%) reported that they had not, a similarly high proportion (44.9%) admitted that they had experienced feelings of being unsafe at some point. The remaining respondents indicated that they felt only somewhat unsafe or were unsure. These findings suggest that experiences of discomfort or vulnerability online are relatively common, reinforcing concerns around the potential risks associated with digital engagement. 

[image: ]

The types of harassment reported varied, with approximately 37 participants identifying bullying, 34 reporting unwanted messages, and 22 experiencing sexual harassment. Smaller proportions reported more severe forms of abuse, including around 12 participants who experienced doxing or threats, and 7 who reported stalking. These statistics highlight that online risks are not restricted to users with large followings and may occur across all levels of online presence, with effects that intensify at scale.
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Out of the 136 respondents, 53 stated that their experience slightly changed the way they interact online, while 20 reported a significant change. This indicates that a considerable number of participants have altered their online behaviour following negative experiences. Even within a relatively small sample, these results suggest that exposure to such experiences can influence how users engage with others online, highlighting potential issues within current media systems and the need for improved online safety measures.
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Participants were also asked whether they have ever felt that an influencer “understands you” more than people in their personal life. 34.8% reported feeling “slightly” connected, while a further 23.7% reported feeling “moderately” connected. Combined, this indicates that 58.5% of respondents have experienced at least some level of emotional connection to online figures. Although these connections may appear relatively minor on an individual basis, the findings suggest that para-social relationships are widespread and increasingly normalised within digital culture.
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From the survey results, 97 respondents (71.9%) reported that certain online experiences had made them reconsider how much personal information they share. This suggests a heightened awareness of online privacy risks among the majority of participants. However, a key issue with social media is that even brief or seemingly temporary disclosures can persist indefinitely, as digital content can be saved, shared, and archived beyond the user’s control. As a result, information that is shared online may remain traceable long after its initial posting.

[image: ]


Furthermore, para-social relationships can foster a sense of entitlement, where followers believe they have a right to judge or influence the creator’s actions. Emotional distress may occur when a creator behaves in a way that contradicts the follower’s expectations, despite the fact that the follower does not truly know the individual. In reality, the relationship remains entirely one-sided: the follower may feel deeply connected, while the creator is unaware of their existence. This imbalance highlights how para-social relationships, although often perceived as harmless, can develop into unhealthy patterns of attachment and, in more extreme cases, contribute to obsessive or intrusive behaviours.
Para-social relationships are not always extreme or easily recognisable, and many individuals may not be aware that they are experiencing one. The term does not necessarily imply stalking or harmful behaviour; it can also include more subtle actions, such as perceiving a creator’s behaviour as “out of character” despite having no real relationship with them, or speaking about them as if they were a personal acquaintance. In reality, the individual remains an observer rather than an active participant in the creator’s life. I found an article that explains why people tend to develop these relationships “the human brain is developed to be social, and when so much of our time is spent online or watching TV or movies, we’re naturally inclined to recognize the faces we repeatedly see and develop warm feelings for them.”

Audience Behaviour and Emotional Engagement

Historically, audiences experienced performers through a form of controlled exposure, where access to their lives was restricted and carefully managed. This meant that fans could only engage with selected aspects of a performer’s public image, rather than their personal reality. With limited opportunities for direct interaction, audiences maintained a clear sense of distance, which reduced the likelihood of forming strong emotional attachments. However, this distance also contributed to a sense of curiosity, as audiences were often left wanting to know more about the individual behind the performance. As Alfred Archer states, “celebrities may need to open up at least parts of their private lives for public consumption in order to pursue their chosen career.” This reinforces the idea that, within the modern media landscape, performers are often expected to share aspects of their personal lives in order to maintain visibility and audience engagement.

 As a result, increased exposure becomes closely tied to career success, encouraging individuals to prioritise public accessibility over personal privacy. But why are audiences so drawn to knowing more about performers’ personal lives? As Jennifer Rosenfeld explains, “yes, people want to engage with your art. But they also want to connect with you as a human and get to know the person behind the art,” highlighting the importance of personal connection in audience engagement. One reason for this is that it humanises performers, allowing audiences to see them as relatable individuals rather than distant public figures. By sharing everyday experiences, performers appear more similar to their followers, making it easier for audiences to form emotional connections. Additionally, curiosity plays a significant role, particularly in relation to lifestyle and status. Audiences may be interested in comparing their own lives to those of performers, gaining insight into lifestyles that may appear more glamorous or unattainable. This combination of relatability and curiosity encourages deeper engagement, reinforcing the desire for continued access to personal content

Authenticity, Performance, and Identity Construction
It appears that followers are increasingly drawn to “authentic” and unfiltered moments within content, ranging from positive experiences such as proposals, birthdays, and childbirth, to more difficult situations including breakups, loss, and public apologies. This desire for authenticity allows audiences to feel more emotionally connected to performers, reinforcing a sense of relatability. However, despite this expectation for openness, audiences often hold performers to unrealistic standards, expecting them to communicate flawlessly, express socially acceptable views, and avoid making mistakes. In reality, these expectations are contradictory, as performers are required to present both authenticity and perfection simultaneously.
This creates pressure for performers to continuously “perform” their real lives in order to meet the expectations of their audience. This may involve exaggerating aspects of their daily experiences to appear more entertaining, or moderating their personal beliefs to appeal to a wider range of followers. In doing so, performers construct a version of their lives that aligns with audience expectations rather than reality. As a result, they may begin to operate within a constructed identity that differs from their authentic self, reinforcing the idea that their public persona exists in a space that is separate from their real life.
Even though performers may be presenting a version of their lives that is not entirely real, they often feel unable to stop sharing personal content. If they do, there is a risk of losing relevance, especially when audiences have become used to frequent and personal updates. As Jennifer Rosenfeld states, “just like you practice your instrument, you must regularly practice social media,” emphasising the expectation for continuous engagement in order to remain visible. This creates pressure to continue posting, as without regular content, there is less for audiences to engage with. As a result, performers can become stuck in a cycle where they feel the need to constantly share aspects of their lives in order to maintain attention and remain visible.
Benefits of Digital Platforms for Performers

While much of the discussion surrounding social media and visibility focuses on the risks it presents, it is also important to consider the benefits it offers to performers within the industry. Showcasing talent online has proven successful for many individuals, with a single viral video having the potential to launch an entire career by reaching large audiences. According to ‘Musiversal’ (2024) says “These videos offer a platform for you to share your artistic vision and personality, fostering deeper connections with your audience.” This increased visibility can reduce reliance on traditional industry gatekeepers, such as agents, as performers are able to promote themselves directly. As a result, those who achieve success online may gain greater exposure to casting professionals, increasing their chances of securing roles and career opportunities. It also provides a valuable space for networking with other industry professionals, allowing performers to share their work and build meaningful connections. Through these relationships, individuals may gain access to opportunities such as auditions, collaborations, and job offers, as information can be shared quickly and widely across platforms.
It also encourages performers to consider their personal brand and how they wish to be perceived by both audiences and industry professionals. This can help individuals develop a more professional mind-set, allowing them to think strategically about their image and the type of content they share. In doing so, performers gain a better understanding of their audience, enabling them to tailor their content in ways that strengthen engagement and support their career development. As Alan Bamber suggests, audiences who connect with this content may “potentially be interested in increasing their engagement with you and your work,” highlighting the importance of aligning content with audience expectations in order to build and sustain interest. Engaging with social media can also support creative development, as performers are encouraged to continuously generate new ideas for content. This process can promote experimentation, allowing individuals to explore different styles, formats, and approaches to their work, which may contribute to the development of new skills over time.
While posting online can be daunting due to the potential for negative feedback, it also provides valuable insight into audience preferences. By analysing levels of engagement, such as likes, comments, and shares, performers are able to identify which types of content resonate most effectively with viewers. Although online audiences may not always consist of industry professionals, their responses can still reflect the opinions of wider audiences. Therefore, while feedback should be approached critically, it can offer useful guidance for refining performance and content in ways that appeal to a broader public.
Loss of Control and Digital Manipulation

Yet, a significant issue within digital media is the loss of control over personal content once it is made public. Once something is shared online, individuals no longer have full control over how it is used, as many platforms allow content to be reposted and redistributed by others. While this can increase visibility and reach wider audiences, it also introduces potential risks. Although the majority of users may not have harmful intentions, a small number may misuse content in damaging ways.
As artificial intelligence becomes more advanced, tools such as “deepfakes” present a growing concern, particularly for those with a large online presence. Deepfakes are described by the The Law Society as involving “the use of AI algorithms to create convincing forgeries of individuals’ likenesses.” While some examples circulating online may appear harmless, such as edited videos of celebrities participating in trends, the potential for misuse is significant. Individuals with harmful intent can manipulate content to depict people engaging in offensive or inappropriate behaviour, which can lead to reputational damage even if the content is later proven to be false.
This is further reinforced by research from Surfshark, which states that a public image can make individuals “irresistible targets for manipulation.” In addition to this, data from Surfshark highlights the rapid growth of deepfake-related incidents, “reporting a 257% increase to 150 cases in 2024, while 179 incidents were recorded in the first quarter of 2025 alone—already surpassing the total for the previous year.” In addition to misinformation, there has been increasing concern surrounding the rise of sexual deepfakes. In 2025, police issued warnings about the growing threat of such content, where images or videos of a sexual nature can be created without consent using only a person’s likeness. Despite not being real, the emotional and reputational impact can be severe. Alarmingly, the National Police Chiefs' Council reported that “one in four individuals feel neutral about, or see no issue with, creating or sharing sexual deepfakes without consent.”
A real-life example of this harm can be seen in the case of Kirsty Pellant, who described her experience as “it completely takes your life off you” after manipulated content of her was shared on explicit websites, significantly damaging her reputation. This highlights how, once content is online, individuals can lose control not only over their image, but also over how their identity is perceived. For performers attempting to build a personal brand, this raises an important question: whether the benefits of online visibility outweigh the potential risks associated with loss of control.
Argument building
Balancing Opportunity and Risk
When considering both the advantages and risks discussed, it becomes clear that social media is not entirely positive or negative, but instead depends on how it is used. While it can provide major opportunities for performers, such as increased visibility, creative development, and career progression, these benefits often come with significant pressures and risks. Factors such as algorithmic control, para-social relationships, and loss of privacy show that increased exposure can quickly lead to vulnerability. This suggests that success within the performing arts industry is no longer based on talent alone, but also on a performer’s ability to manage their online presence carefully. Therefore, social media can be seen as a powerful tool, but one that requires constant awareness and control in order to avoid potential harm. In my opinion, there are ways to make social media use less harmful. I do not think young children should be online at all. While uploading pictures and videos of children may seem like a good way to keep friends and family updated, there are safer alternatives, such as sending images directly to trusted individuals. When accounts are public, it is impossible to know the intentions of every viewer. Sharing content involving children online can lead to several risks, including cyberbullying and unwanted exposure. As the blog, Cool Mom and Collected (2025) explains, it “leaves them vulnerable to unnecessary criticism.”
However, as technology has become a significant part of many children’s lives, it is important that parents monitor online activity and limit screen time appropriately. A website called The Best Start in Life states that “children from 2–5 should be limited to 1 hour a day.” This highlights the growing concern around children’s online engagement and the importance of maintaining healthy boundaries with technology from a young age.
For public figures such as performers, there are also preventative measures that can be taken to improve online safety. Sabrina Molu shared advice on how to remain safe while maintaining a large online audience, suggesting practices such as “never posting in real time so your location remains unknown,” “always making sure your personal address stays private,” and “never posting a minor’s face.” Strategies such as these can allow performers to maintain an online presence while also helping to reduce potential risks and protect their personal safety.
Counterarguments & Alternative Views

However, it could be argued that the risks of social media are often exaggerated, and that for many performers the benefits outweigh the negatives. Platforms such as Instagram and TikTok allow individuals to promote themselves without relying on traditional gatekeepers, giving them more control over their careers. It could also be suggested that issues such as para-social relationships and public criticism are not new, but simply more visible online. From this perspective, performers can reduce risks by managing what they share and setting boundaries.
However, this view overlooks how intense and fast-moving online spaces are. Unlike traditional media, social media allows constant access and rapid sharing, meaning situations can quickly get out of control. This suggests that while performers can take some responsibility, not all risks can be fully managed.
Synthesis
Synthesis of Key Themes


When all of these ideas are considered together, it becomes clear that social media plays a complicated role in the performing arts industry. While it offers significant opportunities for performers to gain visibility, build a career, and express themselves creatively, it also creates new risks that can affect both their personal lives and their sense of identity. The more visible a performer becomes, the more exposed they are, showing that visibility and vulnerability often go hand in hand.

Algorithms play a big part in this, as they control what content gets seen and what doesn’t. Because of this, performers are encouraged to post regularly and share engaging content in order to stay relevant. This often includes sharing more personal aspects of their lives, which helps build stronger connections with audiences. However, this can lead to para-social relationships, where followers feel emotionally connected to someone they don’t actually know. Over time, this can create a sense of entitlement, and in more extreme cases, can develop into obsessive behaviours such as stalking. This shows how social media doesn’t just increase visibility, but also changes how audiences interact with performers. At the same time, this constant need to be visible can affect how performers see themselves. 

Identity theory suggests that people shape their behaviour based on how they think others see them, and this is especially clear on social media. Performers may begin to act in ways that meet audience expectations rather than being completely authentic. They are expected to be both “real” and “perfect” at the same time, which is unrealistic and creates pressure to constantly manage their image. As performers share more of their lives online, they also risk losing control over their content. Once something is posted, it can be shared, edited, or misused by others. The rise of things like deepfakes shows how easily someone’s image can be manipulated, which can damage their reputation even if the content isn’t real. This highlights a major issue with online visibility—while it helps build a career, it also makes it harder to control how you are seen.
Despite these risks, social media still has clear benefits. It allows performers to promote themselves without relying on agents, connect with others in the industry, and grow creatively. However, these benefits depend on staying active and visible, meaning success is no longer just about talent, but also about how well someone can manage their online presence. Overall, social media can be seen as both an opportunity and a challenge. It gives performers more control over their careers, but at the same time, it creates pressure, increases exposure, and can lead to a loss of control over their identity. This shows that in the modern industry, performers are constantly balancing the benefits of visibility with the risks that come with it.
Conclusion
This dissertation set out to explore how social media has reshaped the relationship between performers and audiences, focusing on whether increased visibility allows performers to succeed or if it exposes them to harm. It aimed to examine how the growing expectation to maintain an online presence impacts both career opportunities and personal safety, while also considering the wider influence of digital culture within the performing arts industry.
The findings suggest that social media plays an important and often complicated role in shaping modern performance careers. On one hand, it offers valuable opportunities for self-promotion, networking, and increased accessibility within a highly competitive industry. On the other hand, this visibility can expose performers to risks such as online abuse, para-social relationships, and a loss of control over personal content. As a result, performers are often required to manage both professional and personal identities online, which can blur boundaries and create additional pressure.
From a theoretical perspective, this research supports identity theory, showing how performers may begin to shape their behaviour based on how they believe they are perceived by audiences. It also highlights the importance of para-social relationship theory in understanding how audiences can form emotional attachments to performers, sometimes leading to invasive or unhealthy behaviours. In addition, the role of algorithms demonstrates that visibility is not always within the performer’s control, but is influenced by platform systems that prioritise engagement and interaction.
In terms of its contribution to the field, this dissertation offers a more balanced understanding of social media within the performing arts. While existing research often focuses on the opportunities it provides, this study also emphasises the potential risks, particularly in relation to personal safety, privacy, and long-term wellbeing. It therefore highlights the importance of considering both sides of digital visibility, rather than viewing it as purely beneficial.
At the same time, this research also shows that social media can be extremely valuable, particularly for those at the beginning of their careers. It can act as a creative space to explore ideas, experiment with content, and develop skills, while also allowing performers to gain exposure and connect with wider audiences. It provides a more accessible entry point into the industry, reducing reliance on traditional pathways.
Overall, this dissertation demonstrates that while social media presents both opportunities and risks, it is ultimately a highly beneficial tool for performers within the modern industry. Although the dangers discussed throughout this research, including online abuse, loss of privacy, and issues surrounding personal safety, are significant and should not be overlooked, the opportunities for career development, visibility, and creative growth are substantial. From a personal perspective, social media provides a valuable space to explore ideas, gain inspiration, and build a professional presence. Therefore, while social media cannot be viewed as entirely positive, this research concludes that its benefits for career progression and creative development ultimately outweigh the negatives, provided it is approached with awareness, responsibility, and careful management.
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