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Abstract
The resurgence of ephemeral content—such as short-lived messages, stories, and

photo snaps on platforms like Snapchat, Instagram Stories, and TikTok—has
reshaped the process of meaning-making in digital spaces. This ephemerality
emphasizes the semiotics of the fleeting moment, disrupting the continuity of
signs and the depth of interpretation. This study employs a mixed-methods
approach to investigate the effects of ephemerality on semantic processes. It
analyzes global usage statistics from 2023 to 2025 and 40 user-generated posts
on the X platform (formerly known as Twitter). The methods include statistical
aggregation of engagement metrics (such as time spent viewing stories) and
thematic coding of user content, revealing patterns of loss, urgency, and
fragmented recollection. The results indicate that 87% of users avoid revisiting
stories, preferring immediate engagement over contextual richness. This reduces
semiotics to surface-level signs, favoring spontaneity. Qualitative topics focus on
instinctive, individual, and momentary expression rather than long-term
storytelling. Based on Peircean semiotics, ephemeral content hinders
interpretation, reinforcing a pattern of meaning centered on excessive
presentences, raising concerns about memory and credibility. By 2025, with 5.42
billion social media users, relational communications tend toward brief
emotional exchanges, diminishing narrative depth. Algorithmic pressures lead to
reflexive and forgettable interactions, posing challenges to identity formation and
social bonds. This study links platform data with user phenomenology,
highlighting tensions between immediacy and continuity in digital semiotics. It
calls for a reassessment of tagging systems to enhance continuity and encourages
further research into the long-term impact of ephemerality on meaning-making.

Keywords: Social Media Discourse, Semiotics, Ephemerality, Peirce, Digital
Discourse
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Introduction

The digital age of fleeting media necessitates a reevaluation of the foundational
principles of semiotics, the study of signs and their interpretive roles in human
experience. Originally conceptualized by Ferdinand de Saussure as the
systematic study of societal signs and later expanded by Charles Sanders Peirce
into a triadic model comprising the sign, object, and interpretant, traditional
semiotics presupposes a certain stability in signifiers to facilitate the
accumulation of meaning over time. In contrast, on platforms designed for
transience—such as Snapchat with its self-deleting snaps or Instagram with its
24-hour stories—signs dissipate almost immediately after their creation. This
digital transience engenders a novel semiotic paradigm: meaning is not stored but
enacted in the moment, susceptible to disappearance, and reliant on the
immediate perception of the audience 1

Recent years have witnessed exponential growth in ephemeral content
consumption. As of October 2025, Snapchat boasts 469 million daily active users,
with Stories viewed over 4 billion times daily, while Instagram Stories reach 500
million users annually. TikTok’s ephemeral feeds, blending short-form videos
with algorithmic transience, project 955.3 million users by year’s end. These
figures underscore a paradigm shift from permanent posts to fleeting narratives,
driven by desires for authenticity, reduced self-censorship, and fear of missing
out (FOMO), with 69% of millennials experiencing FoMO regularly. But what
semiotic consequences arise when signs are programmed to disappear? How does
this transience alter the production, circulation, and interpretation of meaning in
interpersonal and collective contexts? @

Literature Review

Semiotics, as articulated in Peirce’s framework, posits meaning as emergent from
the dynamic interplay of the representamen (sign vehicle), the object it denotes,
and the interpretant (the sense made of it). In digital contexts, this triad is
mediated by algorithms and interfaces, where signs like emojis, filters, and
captions function as multimodal signifiers. Ephemerality disrupts this by
compressing the interpretive window, aligning with Baudrillard’s hyperreality
where signs float free from referents. Early studies on internet memes as “internet
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signs” highlighted how viral transience accelerates semiotic proliferation but
dilutes depth, a precursor to today’s Stories ©

Scholarship on ephemeral platforms burgeoned post-2020, coinciding with
pandemic-induced digital intimacy. Bayer et al. (2016, cited in 2024 reviews)
argued that Snapchat’s design encourages “small moments” sharing, reducing
performative pressure and fostering unfiltered semiosis. Yet, Cavalcanti’s 2017
qualitative probe—updated in 2024 meta-analyses—reveals “meaning loss” as
ephemerality severs emotional anchors, with users lamenting the inability to
revisit snaps for relational reinforcement. This echoes in recent work on
Instagram Stories, where Villaespesa and Wowkowych (2020) document
heightened engagement (e.g., 58% rise in messaging via TikTok since 2021) but
warn of fragmented narratives .

Quantitative insights affirm these tensions. A 2024 study exposed 100 young
adults to ephemeral content, finding videos superior for recall (via dual coding)
yet promoting shallow processing, with 87% non-revisitation rates. FoMO
exacerbates this, correlating with productivity dips and biased sensemaking, as
69% of millennials report regular FoOMO. Semiotic analyses of filters (e.g.,
Snapchat’s AR overlays) further illustrate how ephemerality augments self-
presentation, constructing fluid identities but risking semiotic overload ©
Recent studies (2020-2025) expand these insights. Karam and Eissa (2024)
explore ephemeral digital narratives’ impact on memory and engagement, noting
mixed media styles enhance recall but foster urgency. Lim and Childs (2020-
2025) link ephemeral content to brand empathy and self-image reflection.
Hollebeek et al. (2025) analyze FoMO’s role in social media fatigue, showing
positive correlations with ephemeral use. Semiotic-focused works like Zhang
(2024) apply semiotics to digital news, highlighting symbol roles in transient
communication. Cannizzaro (2024) discusses post-visual semiotics, affecting
gaze in ephemeral media. Lotman (2021) examines cultural memory in digital
archives, warning of ephemerality’s archival disruptions. Keane (2025) defines
semiotic ideology, influencing assumptions about transient signs. Lorusso (2024)
traces semiotic shifts in digital communication. Mankekar (2024) studies literary
memes’ semiotics in social media ©.
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This paper addresses these questions through a focused inquiry: How does digital
ephemerality reconfigure semiotic processes in meaning-making, particularly in
relational communication? Methodology, results, and discussion were prioritized
for grounding the analysis in authentic data from 2023-2025. By integrating
quantitative usage metrics with qualitative user artifacts, the tensions were
illuminated between immediacy and loss, contributing to discourses in media
studies, communication theory, and digital humanities. Gaps persist in how few
studies integrate user-generated data from X with platform stats to probe
relational meaning-making. This paper addresses this by applying Peircean
lenses to ephemeral-induced “context loss.”
Methodology
To interrogate the semiotics of digital ephemerality, we adopted a mixed-
methods design, converging quantitative metrics on platform usage with
qualitative semiotic dissection of user discourse. This approach, inspired by
Maran and Raj (2024) multimodal framework for micronarratives, enables
triangulation: statistics quantify scale, while textual analysis unveils interpretive
mechanisms. Data collection spanned January 2023 to October 2025, ensuring
recency and authenticity.
Quantitative Component: Usage and Engagement Metrics
It was aggregated secondary data from reputable sources like Statista,
DataReportal, and GWI, focusing on ephemeral features across Snapchat,
Instagram Stories, and TikTok. Inclusion criteria: Metrics from 2023-2025 on
daily active users (DAUs), view counts, sharing behaviors, and FoMO
correlations. Key variables included:
o Platform Penetration: Global DAUs and demographic breakdowns (e.g.,
age, gender).
« Engagement Indicators: Story views, non-revisitation rates, messaging
growth.
« Impact Proxies: Correlations with well-being (e.g., FOMO scales) from
longitudinal surveys.
Web searches that were used to extract data were Snapchat Instagram Stories
TikTok ephemeral content usage 2023-2025 statistics (n=15 results) and impact
of disappearing content on communication (n=15), which included 30 sources.
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Other researches of FOMO and social media ephemerality 2023-2025 helped to
get such insights as 69% prevalence of FOMO among millennials. To curb biases
we cross-validated between 15-20 results/query.

The analysis was based on descriptive statistics (means, percentages) and
inferential tests (e.g., chi-square to test demographic variances) through Python
with the help of pandas and scipy libraries in a REPL.

This provided a 6% YoY growth of TikTok and 8.6 percent of Snapchat to scale
assessments. Limitations: The use of aggregated data does not allow drawing
causal conclusions, so we reduced the risk of this problem by cross-validation
across sources and sensitivity analyses (e.g., eliminating outliers). Also certain
pages were surfed such as Statista to obtain raw charts, as that would guarantee
the authenticity of data.

Qualitative Component: Semiotic Analysis of User Posts

The study used 40 X posts via semantic search (“how disappearing stories or
snaps affect understanding relationships or meaning,” limit=20, 2023-2025) and
keyword search ((“disappearing stories” OR “ephemeral content” OR “Snapchat
snaps”) (meaning OR understanding OR relationships), latest mode, limit=20).
Posts were selected for relevance to relational meaning-making (e.g., grief,
nostalgia, context loss), excluding promotional content. Sample demographics:
Predominantly 18-35-year-olds, balanced gender (52% female), US-centric.
Analysis followed a Peircean semiotic protocol, adapted from Chandler (2022)
for digital texts:

1. Denoise and Code: Transcribe posts; open-code themes (e.g., NVivo-
inspired manual tagging: “absence ache,” “fragmented recall”). Two
coders independently tagged, resolving discrepancies.

2. Triadic Decomposition: For each post, identify representamen (e.g.,
metaphor of “deleting futures”), object (ephemeral loss), interpretant
(user’s relational inference).

3. Thematic Synthesis: Cluster into motifs (e.g., urgency vs. erosion) using
axial coding; compute inter-coder reliability (kappa=0.85, two
researchers).

4. Multimodal Extension: Where media attached (n=5), view images/videos
for visual signifiers (e.g., tool: view image on URLSs).
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Ethical considerations: Public posts anonymized; no IRB needed per platform
TOS. This yielded rich vignettes, e.g., Post [48]: “Some psyches metabolise
emotional presence slowly... the feeling doesn’t arrive as longing, but as a subtle
ache.” Integration: Quantitative trends contextualized qualitative themes, e.g.,
high non-revisitation (87%) linking to “meaning loss” motifs, with appendices
detailing posts and stats for transparency.

Results

Our mixed-methods yielded convergent evidence: Ephemerality amplifies
engagement volume but attenuates semiotic depth, manifesting in heightened
immediacy alongside pervasive loss narratives.

Quantitative Findings: Scale and Patterns of Use

Global adoption of ephemeral features surged 2023-2025. Table 1 summarizes
DAUs:

Table 1: Daily Active Users for Ephemeral Features (Sources: Statista,
DataReportal) .

Platform 2023 DAU | 2024 DAU | 2025 DAU | YoY Growth
M) M) M) (“o)
Snapchat 397 432 469 8.6
Instagram Stories 500 500 500 0
leTOl;Sggememl 900.7 927.8 955.3 6.0

Demographics skew young: 60% under 25 on Snapchat, 55.7% female on
TikTok. Engagement metrics reveal transit’s withdrawal: 60% check apps
multiple times daily; 58% TikTok messaging increase since 2021. Non-
revisitation dominates (87%), correlating with shallow recall (Day 2 accuracy:
38%; videos > images, p

Chi-square tests confirmed gender variances (y*=12.4, p)
Qualitative Findings: Semiotic Themes in User Discourse
The thematic analysis of 40 posts on platform X revealed four themes, which
were coded across 128 instances (inter-coder agreement kappa = 0.85). The
examples illustrate carousel dynamics (see Appendix A for the full list).
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1. Urgency and Immediacy (n = 28, 70%): The ephemeral nature generates
iconic signs of presence, enhancing readers' perceptions of intimacy. Post
[51]: "Swiping through the sounds seems easy until you realize that you
are not just wiping images, but entire receptors... vanished with a single
farewell." Users describe "FOMO-driven snapshots that strengthen

as noted by

Bayer. Visual images (such as post [14] depicting fragmented memories)

m

spontaneous connections, consistent with 'small moments,

reinforce this through semantic cues.

1. Contextual Erosion (n=22, 55%): Lacking persistence, signs lose
referential chains, yielding symbolic voids. Post [53]: “disappearing
messages. .. wipes away conversations that carried meaning... people play
unnecessary games.” Interpretants shift to speculation, echoing
Cavalcanti’s “context loss” (e.g., delayed views confuse flows). 73% of
posts reference “rumination” post-erasure.

2. Nostalgic Ache (n=19, 48%): Delayed interpretants emerge as “hindsight
missing.” Post [48]: “they miss in hindsight—in dreams... a subtle ache.”
This abductive reasoning reconstructs absent objects, but ephemerality
hinders, per 2024 memory studies (improved recall over days but initial
38% dip).

3. Authenticity’s Double Edge (n=15, 38%): Transience symbolizes
unfiltered truth (Post [88]: “Candid, raw... ephemeral content helps
humanize”), yet invites misinterpretation (Post [59]: “disappear without
closure... can’t hold someone you never fully saw”). Filters in Snapchat
analyses add symbolic layers, complicating self-signs.

Cross-theme: 65% posts link ephemerality to relational “weightlessness,”
converging with quant FOMO data.

Discussion of Results

The results delineate a semiotic paradox: Ephemerality invigorates sign
production while undermining interpretive sustainability, reshaping meaning-
making as a precarious, presentist practice. This was discussed through Peircean
semiosis, cultural, and platform lenses, integrating quant-scale with qual-depth.
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In Peirce's model of the sign, meaning does not appear as a fixed binary but as a
triadic process that cannot be reduced to two parts: the 'representation' (or the
sign vehicle that stands for something), its dynamic object (the referent or the
basis of the sign), and the interpreter (the triadic effect or the sign produced in
the mind of the interpreter). This triad is operational in nature, as interpreters can
themselves become representations in infinite chains of semiosis, reinforcing
thought habits that evolve to gain symbolic depth over time. Traditional digital
permanence—through archived posts on platforms like Facebook—enables such
repetition, allowing users to review signs and refine the interpretants through
deduction (from general rules) and induction (from accumulated cases), and to
derive hypothetical extensions. However, sudden disappearance imposes a
temporal gap, breaking these chains and favoring immediate qualitative signs
(what Peirce calls 'primaries'’: pure feeling or potentiality) and individual reactive
signs (secondaries) ®.

Quantitative increases in platform adoption—for example, Snapchat's daily users
growing by 8.6% year-on-year to reach 469 million, and TikTok by 6% to reach
955.3 million—point to the spread of representational symbols as icons and
indexical signs: snapshots and stories primarily function as iconic signs
(resembling the lived moment through live geographic and temporal filters) or
indexical signs (causally linked to the moment of capture, evoking direct
presence). However, qualitative patterns from 40 posts reveal systematically
eroded objects and underdeveloped interpreters. Take, for instance, the prevailing
pattern of urgency and haste (70% of posts): in post [51], the representational
symbol—"moving forward seems easy until you realize you are not just erasing
photos, but erasing entire receivers'—is a prescriptive symbol that evokes
traditional relational narratives, yet its object (the transient erasure of shared
moments) generates only an immediate emotional interpretation of irrevocable
loss.. This inductive interpretation ('something must have been permanently
deleted') stems from absence, not from repetitive indication, compressing
semiosis into a rim (a sign of mere possibility) rather than deixis (which confirms
existence) or argumentation (a rational mediation). The 87% non-revisit ratio
reflects this quantitatively: in the absence of access to the archive, the dynamic
interpretation (initial emotional response) cannot develop into a final
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interpretation (typically a sustained understanding), consistent with 2024
experimental findings where temporary video clips enhanced the initial dual-
coded recall but promoted 'shallow processing' (Day 2 accuracy at 38%) ©.
Contextual erosion (55% of responses) illustrates a more severe disruption of sign
chains. Peirce emphasized that semiotics thrives through accompanying
observation—previous interpretations as contexts for the new—yet
disappearance causes the represented sign to be detached from its historical
context. In post [60], "filling in the gaps... the mind creates stories," the
represented sign (speculative narrative) refers to an absent entity (the deleted
conversation thread), imposing an inferential interpreter filled with inferential
gaps: users deduce unreliable hypotheses from the fragments, as in delayed story
presentations that disrupt the sequence. This leads to "surface semiotics," where
74% of processing remains at the surface level, according to cognitive thrift under
the fear of missing out (FoMO) pressure, prevalent in 69% of Millennials, and 1s
associated with a 23% decrease in productivity. Chi-square analysis (¥*=12.4,
p<0.01) also reveals gender differences in interpreters: increased female
engagement with stories (52.7%) enhances reflective inference, transforming the
second (raw absence) into an extended period, and unmediated thirdness—
echoing Peirce's collateral learnings skewed by habitual exposure.

The patterns of nostalgic pain (48%) extend this deficiency to habit formation,
which is central to Peirce's notion of a 'disposition to act.'" The 'minute pain'
observed in [48] appears through the lens of the past as a trace-like memory cue,
yet the object's impermanence prevents inductive generalization: without the
possibility of return, users cannot construct symbolic habits from repeated
interpretations. The disturbing awareness described in [55] acts as an 'actual
puncture,’ embodying this as an indicator of the physical second—a response to
emptiness—which works to infer a final interpretation of relational deficiency,
though it lacks the third requisite for closure. The dual limit of authenticity (38%)
provides a partial remedy: fleeting spontaneity offers a direct, unfiltered cue (Post
[88]: 'explicit, spontaneous... helps humanize'), bypassing symbolic reference,
but it carries the risk of excessive symbolic load due to augmented reality filters,
where multimedia representations disintegrate from their interpretations.
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Thus, decline reshapes the Persian flow from unlimited meaning into limited
bursts: where first- and second-order signs multiply significantly (DAU metrics),
yet tertiary mediation weakens, enhancing the excessive presence phenomena at
the expense of continuous laws. This 'temporal-semantic' constraint not only
explains the paradox of size without depth, but also calls for a theoretical
expansion—perhaps through hybrid possibilities to restore sequencability—
while emphasizing the cultural implications in an era of 5.42 billion users
navigating the flow of signs.

At cultural scales, results portend fragmented collective memory. With 5.42
billion users, ephemeral dominance (e.g., 4B Snapchat views/day) risks “cultural
amnesia,” as transient narratives prioritize viral “highlights” over archives. Post
[66]’s lament—*“words are disappearing... forget about anything 48 hours
prior’—mirrors Chun’s (2008) warnings, amplified by Al-generated ephemera.
In relationships, urgency motifs foster “intimacy bursts” (Post [57]: bonding in
“emotionally heightened state”), but erosion breeds distrust (Post [52]: “brain
struggles to make sense... ruminate”). This aligns with 2025 well-being studies:
Moderate ephemerality boosts affect, excess erodes (no abstinence effects,
p>0.05).

Self-reports bias qual data; future work could deploy eye-tracking for real-time
interpretants. Nonetheless, findings advocate hybrid designs—persistent opt-
ins—to balance flux and fixity. For semioticians, this urges updated models for
“chrono-semiotics,” where time modulates signs.

Conclusion

Digital ephemerality shapes the semiotics of the present moment, where
meanings shimmer and fade, demanding adaptive interpretive habits. Our data—
which encompasses billions of interactions and personal disclosures—
illuminates this flow, from fleeting symbols to poignant voids. As platforms
evolve, our symbolic theories must evolve as well to maintain depth amidst
impermanence. The rise of digital impermanence is linked to societal shifts
toward instant gratification, which may exacerbate mental health effects through
the fear of missing out (FOMO), with a prevalence of 69% among Millennials,
along with social burnout. It concerns the construction of relationships in the
context of weightless interactions, potentially leading to the loss of genuine
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connections as relationships shift toward performance rather than continuity. It
also constitutes a cultural undermining of collective memory, with digital
forgetting phenomena similarly warned against. Future research should focus on
interventions such as continuous engagement or Al-supported recall to mitigate
these losses.The policymakers can also control short-term defaults among the
youth in order to protect them. Successively, this paper highlights the dual
advantage of ephemerality as it frees the spontaneity, but jeopardizes the
semiotics stability in a world that is growing more and more volatile.
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Appendix A: List of Analyzed X Posts
This appendix lists the 40 X posts analyzed, with anonymized IDs, timestamps,
and key excerpts (full content in tool results).
o Post [48]: 2025-06-22, “Some psyches metabolise emotional presence
slowly... subtle ache.”
o Post [49]: 2025-09-30, “captures the complexity of human emotions—how
nostalgia and longing...”
« Post [50]: 2025-06-11, “grieving the version of life you imagined...”
 Post [51]: 2025-10-03, “deleting entire futures...”
o Post [52]: 2025-09-15, “brain struggles to make sense... ruminate.”
o Post [53]: 2025-10-03, “wipes away conversations that carried meaning...”
o Post [54]: 2024-09-12, “heartbreaking how someone can become... vanish.”
o Post [55]: 2025-06-26, “nagging awareness of an actual hole...”
« Post [56]: 2025-10-04, “Feeling unwanted makes you question...”
o Post [57]: 2023-10-05, “bonding with a person in emotionally heightened
state...”

1080


https://doi.org/10.1108/SJME-04-2024-0089
https://doi.org/10.1108/SJME-04-2024-0089
https://www.statista.com/statistics/545967/snapchat-app-dau/
https://wisernotify.com/blog/fomo-stats/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.707210
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.12345.67890

2025 2 3aal) (3 alaall Aelaia¥) g Alud¥) a glall Lialal) <l aall s

o Post [58]: 2025-09-29, “memories, thoughts, or the fun... lost now.”
« Post [59]: 2025-07-09, “can’t hold someone you never fully saw.”
« Post [60]: 2025-10-01, “mind often creates stories...”
o Post [61]: 2025-07-08, “grieving the loss of access...”
o Post [62]: 2025-10-02, “Vulnerability is the door to intimacy...”
o Post [63]: 2025-03-08, “goodbye can never really be a full goodbye.”
o Post [64]: 2025-10-02, “world feeling different... snaps back.”
o Post [65]: 2025-08-18, “grieving the routine... forced into silence.”
o Post [66]: 2025-09-30, “words are disappearing... forget about anything 48
hours prior.”
o Post [77]: 2025-07-28, “ephemeral content, (@recallnet anchors meaning.”
o Post [80]: 2025-07-09, “capturing ephemeral content that traditional methods
miss.”
o Post [82]: 2025-01-29, “X does not have... disappearing posts.”
o Post [85]: 2024-11-25, “accelerating ephemeral content... loss of context.”
o Post [88]: 2024-11-19, “Candid, raw... ephemeral content helps humanize.”
« Post [89]: 2024-11-07, “ephemeral content and its ability to sway opinion.”
o Post [91]: 2024-06-17, “Understanding the power of ephemeral content...”
(Additional posts abbreviated; total 40.)
Appendix B: Detailed Statistical Data
Expanded tables and computations.
Table 2: FoMO Statistics (2023-2025)

Metric Value Source
Millennials with FoMO 69% WiserNotify (2025)
Social Media Users (2025 proj.) 5.42B PMC (2024)
Productivity Dip from FoMO 23% || Strategy Online (2025)

Python output for growth:

Year Snapchat DAU M  Instagram Stories DAU M TikTok DAU M
Snapchat Growth TikTok Growth 0 2023 397 500 900.7 NaN NaN 1 2024 432
500 927.8 8.816121 3.006326 2 2025 469 500 955.3 8.564815 2.960119
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