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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to qualitatively analyze the usernames of Persian-speaking
Instagram users to identify linguistic patterns and identity-related themes.
Employing a qualitative approach and the thematic analysis method developed by
Braun and Clarke (2006), 200 usernames were randomly collected from active
Persian-speaking users (residing in Iran and diaspora) between April 2024 and
March 2025. Data were analyzed through a six-phase process: data familiarization,
initial coding, theme generation, theme review, final theme definition, and
reporting. The findings revealed five primary themes: "personal names" (35%),
"linguistic creativity" (30%), "cultural representation" (20%), "professional
identity" (10%), and "humor and creativity" (5%). These themes highlight the
intricate interplay between tradition and modernity in users’ digital identities.
Personal names reflect the continuity of individual identity, often adapted with
numbers or suffixes to meet digital uniqueness requirements. Linguistic creativity,
exemplified by code-switching and playful orthography, underscores innovation
and multicultural adaptation, particularly among diaspora users. Cultural
representation, through references to Iranian heritage such as poets or cities,
demonstrates a strong link to collective cultural roots, albeit sometimes blended
with global elements like English terms. Professional identity indicates strategic
self-presentation for networking, while humor and creativity reveal playful self-
expression, often aimed at attracting attention or fostering engagement. The results
suggest that usernames serve as more than mere identifiers; they mirror both
individual and collective identities while acting as sensitive indicators of social and
cultural transformations. Limitations, including the restricted sample size (200
users) and exclusive focus on Instagram, may affect generalizability. However,
independent coding and rigorous documentation enhanced the analysis’s
reliability. This study underscores the need for further research into digital
onomastics within visually oriented platforms to deepen understanding of Persian-
speaking users’ digital identities in a globally connected context.
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Introduction

The proliferation of digital platforms has fundamentally reshaped human interaction and
identity construction (Turkle, 2011). Within this evolving landscape, digital identity
emerges as a crucial, multifaceted construct representing individuals' online personas
(van Dijck, 2013). Usernames, as primary and persistent elements of this digital self,
play a pivotal role beyond mere identification. They function as active semiotic
resources employed by users for self-expression, managing privacy, and establishing
communication (Crystal, 2006; Paasonen, 2011). The emerging field of Digital
Onomastics investigates these naming practices in online environments, recognizing
names as windows into social values and identity negotiations (Gammeltoft, 2023).
While traditional identity might be relatively stable, digital identity is often fluid and
context-dependent, shaped by user agency and external interpretations (Turkle, 2011;
van Dijck, 2013). Usernames, in particular, reflect both individual identity choices (Le
Page & Tabouret-Keller, 1985) and collective cultural affiliations (Ainiala & Ostman,
2017). Despite the significance of naming practices, research on non-English
usernames, especially within culturally rich contexts like the Persian-speaking
community on visually-oriented platforms like Instagram, remains limited. Persian
names, rooted in deep literary and historical traditions, undergo transformations in the
digital sphere, often blending with global elements or exhibiting linguistic innovation
(Bosworth, 1996; Appadurai, 1996). This study addresses this gap by qualitatively
analyzing the linguistic patterns and identity-related themes embedded within the
Instagram usernames of Persian-speaking users, exploring the complex interplay
between tradition and modernity in their digital identity construction.

Method

This study employed a qualitative approach utilizing thematic analysis, as outlined by
Braun and Clarke (2006), to explore the richness and nuances of username choices. A
dataset of 200 usernames was randomly collected from publicly accessible and active
Instagram profiles of Persian-speaking users, including those residing in Iran and the
diaspora, between April 2024 and March 2025. Inclusion criteria involved confirmed
Iranian identity (verified through profile content analysis or, in ambiguous cases, brief
interactions) and demonstrated proficiency in Persian. The sample size was determined
by the principle of theoretical saturation, where data collection ceased after 200
usernames as no new significant patterns were emerging. The data analysis followed the
six-phase process recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006): (1) data familiarization;
(2) initial coding identifying linguistic features and semantic content; (3) theme
generation; (4) theme review and refinement; (5) final theme definition and naming; and
(6) report writing. To enhance reliability and wvalidity, coding was performed
independently by two researchers, with discrepancies resolved through discussion.
Methodological rigor was further supported by careful documentation and triangulation
where possible, cross-referencing username patterns with profile information
(Abbaszadeh et al., 2011, p. 151).

Findings

The thematic analysis identified five primary themes reflecting diverse strategies of
identity representation, showcasing a spectrum of user choices: Personal Names (35%):
The most frequent theme involved wusing real names (e.g., 79AliRezaei,
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1995Sara_Karimi), often modified with numbers (like birth years) or symbols (_,.) to
ensure uniqueness on the platform while preserving a link to offline identity. Linguistic
Creativity (30%): This theme captured innovative language use, including code-
switching between Persian and English (e.g., PersianStar), playful orthography or
morphology (e.g., Bahaaar), neologisms, and blending terms, highlighting adaptation
to the digital medium and multicultural contexts. Cultural Representation (20%): Users
explicitly referenced Iranian culture through geographical locations (e.g., TehranGirl),
literary figures (e.g., HafezLover), historical sites (e.g., TakhtJamshid), or cultural
concepts, signifying a connection to collective heritage. Some blended these references
with English terms (e.g., [ran_ArtGallery). Professional Identity (10%): A smaller group
used usernames to signal their profession, field of study, or significant interest (e.g.,
Photographer Iran, Dr Mohsen), indicating a strategic use of the username for
networking or self-branding. Humor and Creativity (5%): The least common theme
involved usernames characterized by humor, irony, puns, or unconventional phrasing
(e.g., Khar Mah, PizzalL.over IR), likely used for expressing personality, attracting
attention, or playful engagement.

Discussion

The findings reveal that Instagram usernames chosen by Persian speakers are more than
mere identifiers; they are dynamic sites of identity negotiation. These usernames
function as semiotic resources that reflect the complex interplay between individual
expression and collective affiliation, and between cultural tradition and digital
modernity. The dominance of adapted personal names suggests a baseline desire for
continuity with offline identity (Le Page & Tabouret-Keller, 1985), modified to fit
digital constraints. The significant presence of linguistic creativity, particularly code-
switching, aligns with research on multilingual digital practices (Bird, 2019) and
reflects the adaptability of users, especially in diaspora contexts, navigating multiple
cultural frames (Appadurai, 1996). References to cultural heritage underscore the
enduring importance of collective identity markers (Ainiala & Ostman, 2017), even as
they are sometimes blended with global elements. The themes of professional identity
and humor highlight the performative nature of online self-presentation, where users
strategically craft personas for specific audiences or purposes (Boyd, 2014). The act of
selecting and crafting these names is an exercise in agency, allowing users to assert
desired identities within the platform's affordances and constraints (Kostanski & Puzey,
2016). Overall, these usernames serve as sensitive indicators of broader social and
cultural trends within the Iranian community, both locally and globally (Van
Langendonck, 2007).

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Instagram usernames within the Persian-speaking
community are rich, multifaceted indicators of individual and collective identity. They
reveal a dynamic negotiation between preserving cultural heritage and engaging with
globalized digital culture, expressed through diverse linguistic and thematic strategies
ranging from adapted personal names to creative wordplay and cultural signaling. The
findings contribute empirical insights into digital onomastics within a non-Western,
visually oriented platform context. While the qualitative approach offered valuable
depth, its limitations such as the small sample size and focus on a single platform
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suggest that findings should be generalized with caution. Future research should explore
larger datasets, possibly using mixed methods including NLP, compare naming
practices across different platforms (e.g., Telegram, Twitter) and demographics (e.g.,
age groups), conduct longitudinal studies to track changes, and incorporate user
interviews to understand motivations behind specific choices. Continued investigation
into digital naming practices is crucial for a deeper understanding of how identities are
constructed, performed, and negotiated in our increasingly digitally mediated world.
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social onomastics, digital identity, thematic analysis, Instagram, digital onomastics. Persian-
speaking users, sociolinguistics.
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