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2018 - 2022 British Academy Small Grant, asking how
teens feel about anonymous apps
Interviews + workshops: 

36 teens aged 13-18
4 "adults"
200+ art projects
Mixed gender, school type, ethnicity, religion
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What is an
anonymous app?

They let you send anonymous messages to
other app users, and either work according to
your location or your networks (Ma et al,
2017)

They are under-studied academically, even
though user numbers often rival the big
players (Sharon and John, 2018)

There are sub-genres of anonymous apps:
feedback, Q&A, confessionals/secret-telling,
meeting strangers, and others



(Gerrard, forthcoming)



Talking
Points

1
"Popularity by surprise": the
lifecycle of anonymous apps

2
Why are anonymous apps so
popular? 

3 Why do anonymous apps fail?
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"Popular by
surprise"
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Anonymous apps tend become unexpectedly
popular, making it tough to keep on top of the most
popular ones

They are victims of their own success, sharply rising
and falling in popularity, often becoming too
dangerous and being removed from app stores 

But this trend is ironically what makes them so
appealing, particularly to teens, known for being
open to trying new apps and joining their friends
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BBC NewsWhy are
anonymous apps
so popular?
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They enable identity exploration

The are mechanisms to evade stigma

They aren't as public-facing as other
social platforms3



INSIDER

Why do anonymous
apps fail?

1 They attract bullying behaviours

They are used for gossip and rumour-
spreading and are used to make
appearance-based insults

They become very popular, very fast3
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UK Government + Parliament

Anonymity (+ pseudonymity)
tremendously valuable for teens (van der
Nagel, various). While they have mixed
experiences on the apps, they feel safer
online when using a "nickname" (response
to "stranger danger" discourse).

Anonymity itself does not make
anonymous apps unsafe. Instead, it's the
failures of content moderation.



This is a common origin and downfall story for many social media startups:
platforms like Fling and Sarahah do not collapse because they are unpopular,
but because they are too popular , leaving their founders unprepared for the

necessary scale of content moderation. And yet anonymity often takes the
blame...



Anonymous apps urgently need to be included in the "online harms"/children's
safety conversation, alongside the Big Players. We do not know enough about

the apps' roles in children's lives, despite their tremendous popularity.

Anonymous apps remind us that content moderation involves a profound
trade-off between automated and human moderation: it cannot be fully

automated, and nor do all companies - especially startups - have the
resources to rely on human moderation. So where does this leave us?

Anonymous apps remind us that social apps that become rapidly popular
have different responsibilities (in terms of content moderation) than

established players in the tech scene.







Thank you
for listening!

e. y.gerrard@sheffield.ac.uk
t. @ysabelgerrard


