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Introduction 

This paper is concerned with the commodification of invisible audience labour by social media 

platforms such as Facebook.  Drawing on findings from focus groups, digital stories and a National 

Australian on-line survey with gender variant and sexuality diverse young people, we examine the 

invisible digital labour users/consumers perform when negotiating and choosing identities online. 

We also consider the material consequences of this labour. In so doing we articulate a number of 

iterations of digital labour as spaces of enquiry, including: 

 

•Exploring and negotiating digital media and content for a range of purposes, including 

practices of identity formation or expression; 

 

•Performing unpaid digital labour that has an economic dividend for businesses that 

capitalize concepts of leisure, freedom, privacy, entertainment and connectedness; 

 

In 2014, Facebook (USA) has expanded the gender options available on the user profile page from 

three (male, female, blank) to 52 (Facebook, 2013). In reading this as the emergence of a new 

taxonomy of gendered subjectivity and consumer/subjects generated by the market, we contemplate 

the interactions with digital/new media technologies young people engage in and the ways in which 

these technologies facilitate online spaces for the production and consumption of identities.  
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Methods (M_Heading1) 

This research draws from quantitative and qualitative data collected in online surveys, digital stories 

and focus groups with queer young people aged between 14 and 26 in Australia.  

 

This work is framed theoretically by the work of Nikolas Rose. Drawing on the work of Rose 

(1996) we explore how Facebook provides a space for people to “be their authentic self” – and 

foreground the extent to which that authenticity is constituted and regulated by the practices through 

which online identities are created, recognised, expressed, embodied and performed as if originating 

in or from oneself. How much of who this authentic self has become is bound up in the decisions 

and choices made when representing oneself online? To what extent is this authenticity a product of 

the market and consumer choice? Do the categories and practices of identification fix into place a 

certain type and way of being, for example, trans, gender fluid or cisgendered? For Rose (1996), 

“human beings have come to understand and relate to themselves as ‘psy-chological’ beings, to 

interrogate and narrate themselves in terms of a psy-chological ‘inner life' that holds the secrets of 

identity, which they are to discover and fulfil, which is the standard which the living of an 

‘authentic’ life is to be judged” (p. 22). To what extent, we ask, is the commodification of this 

invisible identity labour exploitative?  

 

In our analysis we consider the digital labour involved in choosing or recognising oneself as a 

subject with particular identities, bodies and desires.  We pay particular attention to the ways in 

which social media practices simultaneously open up and commercially exploit possibilities for 

being and becoming. 

Results and Discussion (M_Heading1) 

In thinking through these questions, we draw attention to the invisible user labour that occurs in the 

formation of identity as an activity that is being repurposed by social media sites, such as Facebook, 

as an expression of ‘individuality’ and the ‘authentic self’ as it creates value that can be exchanged 

for capital. In this discussion we foreground the extensive amount of time, invisible labour and 

emotional investment that goes into per/forming oneself as a queer subject. Goran Bolin (2008) 

argues that within the digital media environment “identity work” is manifesting into “productive 

labour, contributing to the economics of the production-consumption circuit” (p. 798). As research 

demonstrates the divide between online and offline practices is blurry, and for many young people 

their online profiles are becoming an extension of their offline life and part of their identity 

(Livingstone, 2008). We are interested then, in both the extent to which young people come to know 

themselves or the truth of themselves online, and in the commodification of this knowledge though 

which individuality is produced though practices of market segmentation – that is the production of 

ever more narrowly defined consumers to whom particular goods and services can be targeted. We 

are concerned with the material effects of this new taxonomy of genders, both in terms of embodied 

practices of identification and the capitalization and marketisation of queer identities.  

 

Facebook operates on the model that users voluntarily sign up without any economic cost so they 

can participate, engage and connect with their individual social network. User data is then sold on to 

advertisers. The commodity logic of social media is a complex exchange of use-value that is 

realised in the act of not only consumption, but also through acts of production, as user activities 

create not only content for other consumers, but also the production of user data that is then sold on 

to advertisers. Andrew Ross (2012) argues that whilst free labour is not new (for example 

housework, internships and prisons rely on unpaid labour in order for capitalism to function), 

“untold revenue can be extracted from the steady erosion of the boundary between work and leisure 
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time” and for users, digital labour is not experienced as exploitation but is instead constructed as 

self-discovery, leisure and participation. 

 

Much discussion of the construction of participatory culture emphasises the extent to which 

audiences are empowered to participate in the production of cultural products (Jenkins, 2006; 

Burgess, 2006; Burgess & Green, 2009; Rosen, 2009). Within this context queer youth, as 

consumers and producers of media texts of identity and life-style, engage in temporally and 

spatially specific practices of digital labour to produce temporally and spatially specific identities. 

In this paper, we draw attention to the extent to which conceptualisations of participatory culture, as 

practices that open spaces for expressing one’s own interests within the emerging media ecology, 

are in tension with possibilities for self-expression in offline spaces. Fischer (2012) in pointing out 

that Facebook empowers users to contribute ‘to their own objectification’ (Fisher, 2012, p. 175), 

signals the extent to which Facebook is a technology for the constitution and regulation of subjects 

who invent themselves and express their freedom to be/come ‘who they really are’. Indeed, our data 

suggests that queer young people experience and use Facebook and other online platforms as spaces 

in which they can explore and experiment with their identity.  

 

Figure 1. 52 gender categories available on Facebook. 

 

Conclusions (M_Heading1) 

Audiences are becoming producers of media content and devoting their leisure time to the creation 

of these products as they operate online. Facebook provides a space for people to explore and 

experiment with their identity. It is the work young people undertake in identity formation of 

becoming, or becoming and the intersections with this labour and online practices that we are 

questioning.  
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