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Chapter 1

Reimagining Identity in Mobile Apps: The
Intersection of Gender and Sexuality
Among Young Adults
Ana Marta M. Flores, Inês Amaral and Rita Bası́lio de Simões

University of Coimbra, Portugal

Abstract

The influence of digital media and mobile technologies on the interpersonal
dynamics of young individuals across various aspects of their daily lives
underscores the significant role of digital media in shaping their experiences.
Research exploring how individuals engage with mobile applications
(m-apps) has revealed the constraining effects of platform norms and politics
on users’ expressive identities. This chapter examines the evolving landscape
of media consumption, engagement and civic participation amidst the pro-
liferation of new media modalities, focussing on m-apps. The authors
highlight the pervasive adoption of mobile apps across diverse categories and
the escalating temporal investment individuals allocate to these platforms for
fostering interpersonal connections. Drawing from a feminist and intersec-
tional perspective, the authors explore how young adults navigate the
technicity and imaginaries of m-apps, incorporating them into their daily
routines and (re)negotiating their gender and sexual identities. Through the
MyGender project, the authors investigate the relationship between m-apps
and power dynamics, examining the construction and reconstruction of
gender and sexuality across platforms. The findings underscore the need for
critical engagement with digital technologies as sociocultural products
actively reshaping gender relations and sexual practices. The text ends with
an overview of the book, briefly presenting the remaining nine chapters.

Keywords: Gender; MyGender project; society; mobile apps; self-expression;
social media
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Introduction
The transformative impact of digital media and mobile-based technologies on the
interpersonal dynamics of young individuals within various spheres of their daily
existence underscores the pivotal role of digital media in shaping their lived
experiences. Research into the nuanced ways individuals engage with the tech-
nical intricacies and conceptual frameworks embedded within m-apps, seamlessly
integrating them into their quotidian routines, has enlightened the constraining
effects of platform grammars and politics on users’ expressive identities as digital
technologies exert regulatory control over the interpretations and appropriations
afforded by these platforms. The evolving landscape of media consumption,
engagement and civic and political participation has remained a persistent
concern amidst the proliferation of new media modalities.

The widespread adoption of m-apps across diverse categories, spanning social
networking, dating, gaming, health, fitness and self-tracking domains, under-
scores the escalating temporal investment individuals allocate to these platforms
for fostering interpersonal connections. These mobile-centric technologies have
transcended the realm of mere tools to become indispensable extensions of indi-
viduals’ selfhood, intricately interwoven into the fabric of their daily existence.
Consequently, unravelling the multifaceted layers of individuals’ utilisation and
diverse appropriations of m-apps is paramount in elucidating how these tech-
nologies either challenge or circumscribe their personal narratives.

Interactions within the realm of mobile application platforms (m-apps) intri-
cately interlace with collective narrative processes, exerting a reinforcing influence
on prevailing power dynamics and perpetuating hegemonic ideals of masculinity
and femininity deeply entrenched in heteronormativity (Amaral et al., 2021).
These constructions of masculinities and femininities represent culturally con-
structed norms, semiotically and discursively transmitted ideals dictating how
individuals should embody and enact gender roles as either masculine or feminine
entities (Amaral et al., 2019). Given the socially constructed nature of gender
(Butler, 1990), it is imperative to acknowledge that these notions of masculinity
and femininity are not innate, fixed or immutable; instead, they undergo continual
evolution through dynamic social and cultural processes, susceptible to contes-
tation, reconstruction and transformation (Boni, 2002).

Consequently, the integration of technical features and visual representations
within m-apps into individuals’ daily routines incites a reassessment of their sexual
and gender identities. How individuals engage with the technological functionalities
and visual elements of m-apps, alongside their interactions with fellow users, has
garnered considerable attention amidst the emergence of novel forms of social
interaction (Ohme, 2020). The pervasive adoption of m-apps across diverse cate-
gories, ranging from socialmedia platforms and dating applications to gaming apps,
health and fitness tools and self-tracking applications, underscores the escalating
temporal investment individuals dedicate to these platforms for interpersonal con-
nectivity and multimedia engagement. Consequently, these mobile technologies
have evolved into indispensable extensions of individuals’ identities, seamlessly
woven into the fabric of their daily lives (Zhang et al., 2018).Within this framework,
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it becomes imperative to probe how individuals’ utilisation of and varied appro-
priations of m-apps play a pivotal role in elucidating how these technologies either
challenge or constrain their personal experiences, particularly concerning renegoti-
ating their sexual and gender identities. By being rooted in a newmaterialist feminist
perspective and from a feminist and intersectional perspective, this book explores
how young adults engage with the technicity and imaginaries of m-apps, incorpo-
rating them into their daily lives, embodying them in their everydaypractices and (re)
negotiating from it their gender and sexual identities.

Exploring young adults’ interactions with m-apps within the uses and gratifi-
cations theory framework or the risks and advantages paradigm has constituted a
focal point of scholarly inquiry. However, this book adopts a critical lens towards
contemporary digital media, rooted in an understanding of technology as a potent
generator of meaning, subjectivity and agency intricately intertwined with power
dynamics.

Young Adulthood Across Digital Platforms: Digitally Constructing Gender and
Sexualities is framed within the project ‘MyGender – Mediated Young Adults’
Practices: Advancing Gender Justice in and across Mobile Apps’, which aimed to
understand the relevance of m-apps in the lives of Portuguese young adults and
how their use dialogs with their contexts and experiences. Across 10 chapters, the
book embarks on a feminist and intersectional exploration of how individuals
navigate digital technologies and m-apps’ technicity and conceptual underpin-
nings, seamlessly integrating them into their daily routines and utilising them as
conduits for the (re)negotiation of their gender, sexual identities and intimacy, as
well as to create engagement between communities that promote health and
deconstruct myths of disinformation disorder.

Mediated Interfaces and the Extension of the Self
Technological uses are intricately interwoven with specific cultural and ideolog-
ical contexts, engendering diverse social structures and hierarchies (Simões &
Amaral, 2022). M-apps often prompt users to interpret their data through
normative constructs of masculinity and femininity, fostering behaviours
entrenched in conventional gender norms and power dynamics, thereby delin-
eating gendered social spaces.

Research delving into how individuals engage with the technical intricacies and
visual elements of m-apps, integrating them into their daily lives, has unveiled that
the grammatical structures and platform regulations inherent in these apps can
constrict users’ expressions of identity, as digital technologies govern and oversee
their utilisation (Correa et al., 2010). Consequently, a comprehensive analysis of
the impacts of these applications necessitates a dual perspective: one that
acknowledges the symbolic nature of m-apps as digital communication environ-
ments and another that delves into their experiential dimension as technological
tools. Drawing from a new feminist materialist standpoint (Lupton, 2019), indi-
viduals’ interactions with people and objects are viewed as profoundly generative
(Bennett, 2010). When individuals engage with digital technologies, they adopt
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prevailing modes of thought and experience and internalise affective amalgam-
ations of material, ideas and language (Lupton, 2019), thereby cultivating
capacities for agency and reasoning to navigate the notions of masculinity and
femininity.

As technology assumes roles in shaping meaning, subjectivity and agency,
digital practices are intricately intertwined with the technical aspects and imagi-
naries of the social milieus in which they operate, influencing personal
decision-making in individuals’ everyday lives (boyd, 2015). The intricate inter-
play between technological tools and their utilisation and appropriation necessi-
tates a deeper understanding of digital practices as sociocultural artefacts shaped
by power dynamics (Lupton, 2019). Within this context, feminist media studies
challenge the naturalised status of gender disparities, recognising that all signifi-
cant social attributes are actively constructed and not inherently biological,
socially ingrained or structurally predetermined (Silveirinha et al., 2020).

Digital technologies present new avenues for engagement in gender politics,
fostering more emancipatory social contexts, behaviours and relationships
(Simões & Amaral, 2022). Moreover, digital environments offer novel avenues for
identity expression and subjectivity. Given that the Internet serves as both a
producer and reproducer of social roles, practices, identities and forms of
oppression, digital feminist research provides a unique lens for dissecting the
intricate ramifications and mechanisms of the digital environment. M-apps must
be recognised as mediated interfaces for gender identity performances, yet studies
on their usage, appropriation and impacts remain varied and often lack a
gender-focused perspective.

A substantial body of research on m-apps has predominantly focused on uti-
lising social networks and visual representations (Berry, 2017). Drawing from the
uses and gratifications theory, numerous studies have explored the appropriation
of specific platforms by young adults, encompassing social networks (Khadir
et al., 2021), social media (Ash et al., 2020; Moreno & Whitehill, 2016; Song
et al., 2021), news media applications (Antunovic et al., 2018) and home banking
(Prom Tep et al., 2020).

Scientific inquiry into integrating m-apps into the daily lives of young adults is
entwined with the usage of information and communication technologies and
social media. However, m-apps encompass a broader spectrum and permeate
various facets of young adults’ lives. From gaming to shopping, dating to health
and nutrition, and fitness to self-monitoring, many m-apps are used daily by
young adults. danah boyd (2015) asserts that mobile communication is restruc-
turing socio-technical practices, leading to the construction and reconstruction of
sociability cultures (Amaral, 2012, 2016), social structures and hierarchies,
thereby embedding technology in different realms of daily life (Simões & Amaral,
2022).

Given the hybrid nature of the new media ecosystem, scholarly literature has
examined how young individuals utilise digital technologies, interact with others,
incorporate digital devices into their daily routines, alter their perspectives and
behaviours based on networked practices, participate in civic and political
movements (Ohme, 2020), consume news, follow trends and influencers, form
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friendships and engage in digital intimacy within a multiplatform paradigm that
fosters active experiences (Gerlich et al., 2015).

Considering the central role of digital platforms in young people’s lives
(Jenkins et al., 2016) and their extension as embodiments of the self (Zhang et al.,
2018), risks and opportunities have emerged as prominent research areas. Risks
often feature prominently in discussions surrounding youth technology usage.
Concerns regarding addiction, cyberbullying, hate speech, online sexual exploi-
tation, sedentary lifestyles, depression and suicide are frequently cited in research
on youth and technology (Amaral & Simões, 2021; Sinkkonen et al., 2014; Thulin
& Vilhelmson, 2019; Twenge, 2017). Conversely, another line of study emphasises
the positive aspects of digital media usage, highlighting digital activism, public
and civic engagement, and social and political participation (Boulianne &
Theocharis, 2020; Ekström et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2013).

Given the diverse patterns of media consumption fostered by the digital
ecosystem (Gurevitch et al., 2009) and its constant evolution (Thulin &
Vilhelmson, 2019), various theories on social media effects (Boulianne, 2015)
posit their potential impact on civic and political engagement (Boulianne &
Theocharis, 2020), the creation of new engagement repertoires (Cammaerts
et al., 2014), incidental news exposure (Boczkowski et al., 2018; Gil de Zúñiga
et al., 2017) and the strengthening of social bonds (Amaral, 2016). It should also
be noted that other research strands explore the immersion of young individuals
in digital media within their daily lives, acknowledging that while technologies
promote social interaction, they may also foster isolation and loneliness (Thulin &
Vilhelmson, 2019). Additionally, research on youth also delves into networked
sexual identities and the Internet as a realm of digital intimacy (De Ridder & Van
Bauwel, 2015).

Regarding young adults, a substantial research domain has focused on
examining the use and appropriation of m-apps by men who have sex with other
men (Blackwell et al., 2015), often explored through studies on health and risks
associated with sexual behaviours, frequently framed as pathologies. However,
these inquiries have expanded to encompass questions centred on digital sexual
cultures from a ‘data culture’ perspective (Albury et al., 2017). This viewpoint
pertains to the digital mediation of intimacy and the manner in which algorithms
capture user data, monitoring habits and routines to ‘suggest’ other users and
activities (Albury et al., 2017; Light, 2014). Thus, the negotiations and renego-
tiations of gender and sexual identities that young adults undergo on mobile apps
directly intersect with their cultures of intimacy and sexuality through pro-
nounced technological intrusions into their daily lives (Gillespie, 2014; Mollen &
Dhaenens, 2018).

Gender and Sexuality Across Mediated Mobile Interfaces
The dizzying evolution of technology and the proliferation of mobile communi-
cation have profoundly altered the landscape of human interaction, ushering in
new paradigms of usage, practices and consumption behaviours. The ubiquitous
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presence of smartphones and tablets has engendered a thriving market for
competitive m-apps, spanning various categories whose functionalities, structures,
policies and content pose challenges to users and their utilisation of these appli-
cations. Moreover, m-apps, characterised by their user-friendly interfaces and
mobility, have emerged as a prevailing trend, owing primarily to their versatile
features surpassing conventional devices (Gerlich et al., 2015).

Furthermore, mobile-based technologies facilitate the convergence of media
content, functionalities and features from disparate platforms onto a singular
device, fostering seamless integration of diverse digital experiences (Deng et al.,
2019). Indeed, smartphones and other mobile devices excel in multitasking
capabilities, enabling users to concurrently engage in multiple activities, thereby
optimising time utilisation and consolidating tasks previously performed using
separate devices.

The evolution of media consumption, engagement and civic and political
participation has become a perennial concern amidst the proliferation of new
media modalities (Ohme, 2020). These mobile-based technologies have tran-
scended mere utility to become indispensable facets of individuals’ lives, serving as
extensions of their identities and augmenting their digital self-expression and
interaction capabilities.

The use of technology is intricately entangled within specific cultural and
ideological contexts, which actively (re)generate diverse social frameworks and
hierarchies (Simões & Amaral, 2022). Numerous m-apps prompt users to inter-
pret information through the lens of conventional conceptions of masculinity and
femininity, resulting in behaviours rooted in established gender norms and power
dynamics that sculpt gender-specific social environments.

Research delving into how individuals integrate the technical features and
visual aspects of m-apps into their daily routines has unveiled how the structures
and guidelines inherent to these apps can constrict users’ expressions of identity as
digital technologies oversee and regulate their utilisation (Correa et al., 2010).
Consequently, it becomes imperative to evaluate the impact of these applications
from a dual perspective: one acknowledging the symbolic role of m-apps as digital
communication environments and another recognising their experiential dimen-
sion as technological tools.

Drawing upon the perspective of new feminist materialism (Lupton, 2019),
individuals’ interactions with other people and objects are perceived as pro-
foundly generative (Bennett, 2010). When individuals engage with digital tech-
nologies, they are not merely adopting prevailing modes of thinking; they are also
experiencing and internalising affective amalgamations of material, ideas and
language (Lupton, 2019), thereby cultivating capacities and reasoning to grasp the
concept of being and behaving as a man or a woman. In this framework, gender is
constructed as a construct intricately interwoven with specific social elements and
the power dynamics they instantiate.

As technology evolves into a source of meaning, subjectivity and agency,
digital behaviours become intimately intertwined with the technical elements and
the constructs of the social contexts in which they are employed, subsequently
influencing individual decisions in people’s daily lives (boyd, 2015). The intricate
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interplay between technological instruments and their usage and adaptation
necessitates a deeper understanding of digital behaviours as sociocultural artefacts
shaped by power dynamics (Lupton, 2019). Within this milieu, feminist media
studies challenge the taken-for-granted nature of gender disparities, acknowl-
edging that all significant social attributes are actively constructed and are neither
biologically inherent, permanently socialised nor structurally predetermined
(Silveirinha et al., 2020).

Digital technologies present new avenues for active participation in
gender-related issues, fostering more emancipatory social environments, behav-
iours and relationships (Simões & Amaral, 2022). Furthermore, digital realms
offer novel pathways for expressing identity and subjectivity. Acknowledging that
the Internet produces and reproduces social roles, practices, identities and forms
of oppression, digital feminist research provides a unique perspective for scruti-
nising the intricate ramifications and mechanisms of the digital environment. It is
essential to recognise m-apps as mediated interfaces for performing gender
identities. However, research on their utilisation, adaptations and consequences
remains diverse and often lacks a gender-oriented perspective.

Research concerning m-apps has primarily focused on the uses of social net-
works and visual representations (Berry, 2017). Leveraging the uses and gratifi-
cations theory, numerous studies have explored how young adults appropriate
specific platforms, including social networks (Khadir et al., 2021), social media
(Ash et al., 2020; Moreno & Whitehill, 2016; Song et al., 2021), news media
applications (Antunovic et al., 2018) and home banking (Prom Tep et al., 2020).

Within feminist media studies, surveillance technologies have consistently
functioned as tools of discipline. Consequently, investigations into inequalities,
power dynamics and commodification have revolved around how digital tech-
nology fosters particular practices and conceptions of identity and subjectivity.
This perspective posits that digital technologies are (re)shaped within social
contexts defined by gender expectations and norms governing individuals’
engagement (Simões & Amaral, 2022).

Sexual identity and sexual orientation play pivotal roles in shaping young
adults’ interactions with m-apps, particularly evident in dating platforms and
social media. Research by Chester et al. (2016) suggests that sexual identity,
including LGBTQ1 identities, influences app usage preferences and online profile
presentation strategies. Furthermore, studies such as Light (2014) shed light on
how geolocation technologies embedded in dating apps impact digital intimacy
experiences, providing unique opportunities for interactions based on physical
proximity and shared interests.

Digital intimacy, as an emerging interdisciplinary field, explores how digital
technologies reshape and redefine forms of intimacy and interpersonal connec-
tion. Research from Mollen and Dhaenens (2018) investigates how instant
messaging apps and social networks facilitate the expression of affection and
emotional support in online relationships, challenging traditional notions of
physical closeness. Additionally, Albury et al. (2017) research examines how
recommendation algorithms in dating apps shape online interactions, influencing
matchmaking dynamics and virtual intimacy experiences.
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However, it is imperative to acknowledge that digital intimacy may pose
challenges and risks, especially concerning online privacy and security. Scholars
such as De Ridder and Van Bauwel (2015) delve into the complexities of sexual
and gender identities in digital spaces, highlighting how social norms and gender
expectations manifest and are contested in online interactions. Moreover, works
like those of Blackwell et al. (2015) investigate the experiences of men who have
sex with men on dating apps, examining issues related to sexual health and
informed consent in digital contexts.

MyGender project aimed to explore how these apps relate to power relations,
examine the construction and reconstruction of gender and sexuality across these
platforms and scrutinise their enactment and reenactment within the realms of
app imaginaries and utilisation. Additionally, the project considered how these
processes manifest in data monitoring and mining, ultimately forming distinct
sociability and intimacy domains.

While existing critical research on digital surveillance technologies has pri-
marily focused on the broader sociocultural impact of m-apps, shedding light on
their potential to either combat or reinforce social inequalities (boyd, 2015;
Correa et al., 2010; Wajcman, 2007; Whiting & Williams, 2013), we argue that,
without diminishing the value of these studies, there is a pressing need for a
critical examination of digital technology tools as sociocultural products actively
reshaping gender relations and sexual practices. The results of this project show
that personal technological agency in people’s everyday practices (boyd, 2015) is
influenced in different ways by sociodemographic factors such as gender, sexual
orientation and living with parents.

Through mixed methods and within a multidimensional and holistic approach,
MyGender has examined mobile app affordances, grammars, platform politics
and content and their uses, appropriations and embodiment. The overall research
design combined qualitative and quantitative data collection methods, analysis
and inference within different phases and axes of the research process. The
research design encompasses an analysis of m-apps to examine the technicity of a
sample of apps through the interfaces and five fieldwork studies implemented to
investigate how young adults engage with technicity and imaginaries of mobile
apps: a survey to a representative sample of Portuguese young adults between 18
and 30 years, six focus groups, a tracking survey and two ethnographic studies –
one centred on semi-structured interviews to investigate the issues in-depth and
the other centred on diary records to address emotional and interpersonal.

In the survey, we found that m-apps directly interfere with the gender identities
and sexual practices of young adults, depending on the affordances of the platforms,
which substantially shape, condition and constrain how these identities are (re)
negotiated and imagined in mediated experiences, in perceptions of others and their
self-representations.Wealso identify digital dependency andanxietywhen separated
from their mobile phones, highlighting the role of technology in shaping emotional
well-being. The several studies demonstrated thatm-apps have a direct impact on the
sexual and gender identities of young Portuguese adults. The affordances and
grammars of these platforms play a pivotal role in shaping how individuals negotiate
and imagine their identities in digital spaces. Likewise, sociodemographic factors,
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