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Introduction

Sharenting — the practice of the sharing of parenthood experiences through social
media — is now frequent across cultures. While it refers to sharing any type of
information about children and parenting, we interrogate sharenting in its eminent visual
dimension, and in relation to celebrity parents.

This paper draws on Children, Youth and Media; on Celebrity Studies; and on Digital
Culture and Digital Methods. The goal is to understand the digital identity of a child of a
global celebrity through their presentation on social media; and to retrieve visual formats
of the child’s representation and undergo a qualitative analysis. It focuses on the
representation of Cristiano Ronaldo’s children, especially his oldest son, through his
social media, Instagram in particular, and in the highly fluid visual digital culture.

Theoretical framework

The growing body of research about sharenting has looked at ordinary users
(Livingstone & Blum-Ross, 2017; Siibak & Tracks, 2019; Ouvrein & Verswijvel, 2019) or
semi-professional bloggers (Jorge et al., 2021; Makinen, 2020), and especially
associated with mothers. This scholarship has debated the tension between the right of
parents to share their parenting experiences and their children’s right to privacy
(Steinberg, 2017) as well as children’s right to participation. Emergent research has
focused on the tensions between different agents around the children besides the
parents: teachers (Cino & Vandini, 2020a), mothers-in-law (Cino & Vandini, 2020b), or
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grandparents. Some parents are ‘anti-sharenting’ or refraining from engaging in social
media about their children (Autenrieth, 2018).

When performed by celebrities, sharenting works to give the audiences elements of
privacy that used to be hidden or gatekept by the media, show ordinariness in the lives
of celebrities and ascribe them a ‘moral authenticity’ (Mortensen & Jerslev, 2014, p.
628). Sports celebrities, like Ronaldo, have special moral expectations (Whannel, 2005)
and are associated with increased authenticity, as their merit is seen as less fabricated
than other celebrities.

Digital environment is increasingly characterized by platformisation (Helmond, 2015).
The integration of web applications, including social media, with each other and the
wider web is motivated by technical and economic factors, as the model feeds on the
flows of data and information within and across those applications. In this environment,
visual elements are central (Highfield & Leaver, 2016; Highfield, 2018), as a result of
commercial visual repositories and participatory digital culture — encompassing from
memes to stickers, gifs, or filters. Research on visual cultures, “a more unwieldy
category for comparative work” (Pearce et al., 2020, p. 165), has been less preferred
than linguistic search.

Methods and material

This paper focuses on the representation of Cristiano Ronaldo’s children’, particularly
Cristiano Junior. In the first phase, we analyzed Instagram accounts by @cristiano (the
most-followed individual on Instagram since 2018, with over 275 million followers at the
end of 2020), his partner @georginagio (24.1 million followers in April 2021), and his
mother @doloresaveiroofficial (2.2 million followers), between May 2018 and May
2020).

In the second level of analysis, we searched for Cristiano Junior across different digital
spaces and cultures — image search engines (Google, Yahoo and Bing), social media
platforms (Reddit, Tumblr, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter), sites (BuzzFeed), repositories
(Giphy, Imgur, Pinterest) — using hashtags and text with a blank browser account. To
counterbalance the linguistic bias of this type of search, we used reverse image search
(Google Lens and Reverse Vision, TinEye) for the identified memes. We then
thematically grouped the images to capture the association between formats, platforms
and the child’s identity resulting thereof.

Findings

On the Instagram’s family accounts we found that: Ronaldo’s children were represented
mostly in domestic moments, in non-staged aesthetics and selfies, often playing,

sometimes amidst conspicuous luxury; Junior appears with the father and stepmother in
their posts about business/social events and commercial endeavors; he is presented as

! Cristiano is the father of four children: Cristiano Junior, born in 2010 from a publicly unknown mother;
Eva e Mateo, born in June 2017 through surrogacy; and Alana Martina, born in November 2017 from
Georgina Gio, his partner. He is Portuguese and has played football in the UK, Spain, and now ltaly.



a ‘natural successor’ to Ronaldo’s talent for football, whereas girls are more associated
with princesses roleplaying; and his grandmother shows the boy amidst his siblings and
cousins, in school moments or accompanying her in her daily life.

We detected that these representations of Junior are specially appropriated by the
participatory culture into memes that mock the father’s narcissism; or the fact that the
child doesn’t know how to pose for selfies. The series of memes ‘-Dad, I'm hungry/ -I'm
so handsome’ (in Portuguese) generated in Brazil in 2018 illustrates this.

Cristiano’s children’s digital identity and Junior’s, in particular, is populated with images
as shared by parents and wider family, as well as constructed through participatory
culture. A critical lens and an archaeological approach prove to be fruitful to unpack the
tensions of this wide visibility and the meanings it creates for the (digital) identity of the
child.
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