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Series Editors’ Preface

The remit of the Palgrave Macmillan Studies in Family and Intimate Life
series is to publish major texts, monographs and edited collections
focusing broadly on the sociological exploration of intimate relation-
ships and family organisation. As editors, we think such a series is
timely. Expectations, commitments and practices have changed signifi-
cantly in intimate relationship and family life in recent decades. This is
very apparent in patterns of family formation and dissolution, demon-
strated by trends in cohabitation, marriage and divorce. Changes in
household living patterns over the last 20 years have also been marked,
with more people living alone, adult children living longer in the
parental home and more ‘non-family’ households being formed. Fur-
thermore, there have been important shifts in the ways people construct
intimate relationships. There are few comfortable certainties about the
best ways of being a family man or woman, with once conventional gen-
der roles no longer being widely accepted. The normative connection
between sexual relationships and marriage or marriage-like relationships
is also less powerful than it once was. Not only is greater sexual exper-
imentation accepted, but it is now accepted at an earlier age. Moreover
heterosexuality is no longer the only mode of sexual relationship given
legitimacy. In Britain as elsewhere, gay male and lesbian partnerships
are now socially and legally endorsed to a degree hardly imaginable in
the mid-twentieth century. Increases in lone-parent families, the rapid
growth of different types of stepfamily, the de-stigmatisation of births
outside marriage and the rise in couples ‘living-apart-together’ (LATs)
all provide further examples of the ways that ‘being a couple’, ‘being a
parent’ and ‘being a family’ have diversified in recent years.

The fact that change in family life and intimate relationships has
been so pervasive has resulted in renewed research interest from soci-
ologists and other scholars. Increasing amounts of public funding have
been directed to family research in recent years, in terms of both indi-
vidual projects and the creation of family research centres of different
hues. This research activity has been accompanied by the publication of
some very important and influential books exploring different aspects
of shifting family experience, in Britain and elsewhere. The Palgrave
Macmillan Studies in Family and Intimate Life series hopes to add to this
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Series Editors’ Preface vii

list of influential research-based texts, thereby contributing to existing
knowledge and informing current debates. Our main audience consists
of academics and advanced students, though we intend that the books
in the series will be accessible to a more general readership who wish to
understand better the changing nature of contemporary family life and
personal relationships.

We see the remit of the series as wide. The concept of ‘family and inti-
mate life’ will be interpreted in a broad fashion. While the focus of the
series will clearly be sociological, we take family and intimacy as being
inclusive rather than exclusive. The series will cover a range of topics
concerned with family practices and experiences, including, for exam-
ple, partnership, marriage, parenting, domestic arrangements, kinship,
demographic change, intergenerational ties, life course transitions, step-
families, gay and lesbian relationships, lone-parent households and also
non-familial intimate relationships such as friendships. We also wish to
foster comparative research, as well as research on under-studied pop-
ulations. The series will include different forms of book. Most will be
theoretical or empirical monographs on particular substantive topics,
though some may also have a strong methodological focus. In addition,
we see edited collections as also falling within the series’ remit, as well
as translations of significant publications in other languages. Finally, we
intend that the series has an international appeal, in terms of both top-
ics covered and authorship. Our goal is for the series to provide a forum
for family sociologists conducting research in various societies, and not
solely in Britain.

Graham Allan, Lynn Jamieson and David Morgan
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1
Introduction

One of the most striking changes in personal life during late modernity
is the use of social media for conducting personal relationships. These
changes entail a growing significance in the public display of personal
connectedness and the importance of the term ‘friendship’ in managing
these connections. Digital communication technologies are contribut-
ing to new ideas and experiences of intimacy, friendship and identity
through new forms of social interaction and new techniques of public
display, particularly on social network sites. This book explores the ways
people engage with social media to build, maintain and exhibit per-
sonal networks. The aim is to provide an understanding of the mediated
nature of personal relationships by developing a theory of ‘mediated
intimacies’. The dramatic changes in rituals of connection brought
about by the explosion in use of social network sites compel us to recon-
sider the concept of ‘intimacy’ and extend it beyond its former, narrow
focus on family life. This book therefore enquires whether digital modes
of communication are generating new intimacies and new meanings of
‘friendship’ as features of a networked society. Key debates and research
evidence are assessed about emerging ways that people share their lives
with each other in a digital environment and the motives for doing so.
New opportunities being offered by social media to transform identities
and generate new modes of self-presentation, interaction and etiquette
are identified.

With a particular focus on the ways social network sites are being used
to support or complicate personal ties, this book explores the intersect-
ing uses of a range of social media. Social network sites constitute a now
well-established mode of communication. Yet they only emerged in the
first decade of this century. These highly popular forms of social and
personal connection continue to be treated, publicly and academically,
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2 Social Media and Personal Relationships

as an emergent phenomenon. Facebook, for example, now has over
900 million users globally and is regarded as a ‘new media’ success story.
The company states, ‘Our mission is to make the world more open and
connected’.1 At the end of March 2012, just before its shares were floated
on the market, Facebook was able to boast that it hosted 125 billion total
friendships.2 This detail is simply fascinating, yet in terms of its sig-
nificance the figure is also totally mystifying. The implications of such
an assertion are still being unravelled by those of us engaged in the
study of mediated interpersonal communication. How people construct
their mediated networks to build their identities and establish intimate
relationships is, then, the subject matter of this book.

Social network sites are said to be increasing the number of friends
that people have and strengthening ties between families, especially
those separated by migration. Yet, at the same time, new media tech-
nologies are being blamed for a decrease in close, ‘genuine’ bonds.
A strong belief persists that face-to-face communication is superior to
mediated communication, as Nancy Baym (2010) states. This assump-
tion is regularly expressed in news reports and by various experts
(e.g. Ferguson 2012; Putnam 2000). It has had a powerful influence
on debates about social media, fuelling fears that social network sites
contribute to a breakdown of community. Has Zuckerberg’s vision of
a more connected world transformed into a more alienating scenario
with people interacting with their screens and disregarding the peo-
ple around them? The current hype about social interaction on the
Internet conveys some of the public anxieties and moral panics sur-
rounding social media (see Critcher 2008). Fears have been expressed
that online social networks cause alienation and uprooting, the break-
down of community, erosion of family values and traditional modes
of sociability. For instance, the head of the Catholic Church in England
and Wales, Archbishop Nichols, has claimed that Facebook and MySpace
can provoke teenagers to commit suicide because such sites encourage
them to build transient relationships and dehumanise community life
(Wynne-Jones 2009).

Disturbing to some is the image of solitary individuals withdrawn in
their private domestic spaces yet simultaneously in connection with a
global network. A further media-generated panic includes the idea that
young people have no sense of discretion or shame and have grown
into the habit of exposing ‘their bodies and souls in a way their parents
never could’3 (Livingstone 2008: 397). Users of social network sites are
regarded as self-obsessed and narcissistic (Buffardi and Campbell 2008;
Carpenter 2012; Twenge and Campbell 2009) or as socially isolated. Sites
such as Facebook are also being blamed for damaging time-honoured
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conventions of personal communication, for generating shallow rela-
tionships and for making us all feel insecure. As journalist Keith Watson
remarks in a light-hearted tone:

That’s the thing with Facebook – it has ripped up rules of social
intercourse and kidded us with a vision of a bright new smiley
world where we all Like each other. But really it’s just cranked up
our potential for insecurity to a massive scale. Haven’t we all got a
clutch of Friends Requested killing us softly with their rebuffs? Just
me then.

(Watson 20114)

There is, then, a concern that digital media is creating a dysfunctional
society in which past tight-knit communities are being fragmented and
gradually taken over by more dispersed social networks. Exaggerated
claims have also been made in the opposite direction through assertions
that, in the era of ‘communicative abundance’ (Keane 2009), social bar-
riers and inequalities will be broken down by the rise of a new global
digital network. Within this extravagant scenario, an egalitarian public
sphere is envisaged in which each individual is liberated through digital
autonomy with a shift of control from governments and big business to
individuals. Whether optimistic or pessimistic, such exaggerated claims
suffer from a media centrism: a technological determinism in which dig-
ital communication is misrepresented as being at the centre of society as
the determining or principal factor of social change and that we all ori-
ent our lives around it (Postman 1993; Smith and Marx 1998; Williams
1974). In both scenarios, social network sites seem to have become the
index of the progress or collapse of social connectedness.

Changing meanings and practices of friendship

Despite widespread social anxieties about the impact of digital tech-
nologies on traditional social ties, emerging findings indicate that social
network sites and other social media have become important sites for
cultivating personal relationships. The research addressed in the follow-
ing chapters contests the view that heavy social network site users are
more isolated than occasional or non-users. Growing evidence suggests
that this technology is contributing to a dramatic reconfiguration of
our ideas about intimacy and friendship. While sites such as Facebook,
MySpace and Friendster are reshaping the landscapes of business, culture
and research, these sites are also forging new ways of being intimate and
‘doing intimacy’.



4 Social Media and Personal Relationships

Although research in this field is embryonic, a growing body of schol-
arship is now assessing the ways that social network sites and other
social media are being drawn on to sustain personal relationships. This
book engages with the disciplinary traditions of media studies and soci-
ology to explore the key features of changing personal relationships and
modes of sociability in the context of social media. The book draws
on and combines traditional and new sociological debates about inti-
macy, family, friendship and new social ties with new media studies
of computer-mediated communication and social network sites. Social
network interactions and intimacies are examined from a range of the-
oretical and methodological angles. The aim is to revisit and advance
the concept of ‘intimacy’ through the lens of social media use and to
develop a theory of ‘mediated intimacy’.

This emphasis on intimacy, family and friendship is something that
Facebook is keen to promote in describing its attributes. It states, ‘Peo-
ple use Facebook to stay connected with their friends and family, to
discover what is going on in the world around them, and to share and
express what matters to them, to the people they care about.’5 The
company is keen to become embedded in our personal lives. It now
has strong commercial motives for doing so (see Chapter 9). At the
same time, this communication technology is capable of facilitating
weak, thin ties of acquaintanceship (Morgan 2009). Close relationships
with family, children, lovers and friends are being sustained in concert
with loose ties connecting work colleagues, acquaintances, neighbours
and also virtual networks composed of shared interests and causes. The
transformative potential and affirmative values of choice and agency
associated with social media, particularly social network sites, are there-
fore foregrounded in this book. However, while social network sites offer
us opportunities to express our identities and connections online, indi-
viduals are subjected to certain social pressures and constraints in the
presentation of an online self. The personal profile requires constant
monitoring and remodelling. The kind of self-regulation involved in
online self-presentations suggests that social network sites can be viewed
as sites that cultivate the enterprise of self-improvement (Rose 1999).
This issue is explored in Chapter 4 on self-presentation online.

‘Friendship’ is a major ideal being exploited as a principal feature of
social network site communication, within the process of publicly dis-
playing connectedness. However, this new, mediated friendship is being
shaped by conventions that vary considerably from those associated
with the traditional sense of friendship formed before Web 2.0. In con-
trast to the public display of matrimony, for example, friendship has not
generally been publicly declared until now in Western contexts (Baym



Introduction 5

2010). This digitalised era is the first in which personal connections of
friendship become formalised through online public display. The ques-
tion is whether this emergent ritual of displaying non-familial as well
as familial social connections online affects conventional meanings and
values associated with ‘friendship’ and ‘intimacy’. Questions about the
intensity and speed of self-disclosure online, the unforeseen side effect
of constant self-disclosure and how to sustain digital connections are
issues that provoke questions about the sorts of skills now required to
be ‘a friend’. These social skills may include initiation of contact, chang-
ing expressions of self-disclosure, rejecting self-disclosure or friendships,
self-management of identity and creating social distance from others.
The internal rhetoric used by social network sites promotes ‘friendship’
signifiers and imagery through the choice of terms employed by the sites
themselves. For example, MySpace.com has described itself as a place to
‘find old friends’ and ‘make new friends’, as a place to ‘connect’, as a
community (Parks 2011: 106).

The design of social network sites, including the software applica-
tions or ‘tools’ of engagement for making personal connections, plays
a key role in shaping users’ communication. The processes are there-
fore worthy of some attention here. Participants create an online profile
by listing personal information and interest, connecting with other site
users and sharing updates about their activities and thoughts in their
networks (boyd and Ellison 2007). Sites such as Myspace and Facebook
encourage users to publicly display a record number of ‘Friends’ by offer-
ing specific incentives for users to add people to their Friends list. Users
are provided with the tools to create an individual web page to post per-
sonal information such as self-descriptions and photos, to connect with
other members by creating ‘friends lists’ and to interact with other mem-
bers. After joining a social network site, users are invited to link up with
others on the site that they know. Although the label for these connec-
tions differs according to site, common words are used to emphasise the
informality, sociability and casualness of the links including ‘Friends’,
‘Contacts’, ‘Fans’ and ‘Followers’. On Facebook, individuals invite other
users to be ‘Friends,’ in a relationship that is made visible to others on
the site. This enables two users to communicate with each other and
share content. The decision to include someone as an online ‘Friend’
prompts a ‘Friend request’ which asks the receiver to accept or reject the
connection. This generates a further stage of processing or friendship
management.

Most sites reveal the list of Friends to anyone permitted to view the
profile but several recently launched privacy features enable users to pre-
vent ‘non-Friends’ from either viewing their profiles, adding comments
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or sending messages. ‘Friend’ selection allows choice in excluding peo-
ple from one’s friendship list. Excluding and ‘deFriending’ a person
known to the member can generate offence. This practice is particu-
larly an issue among teenagers for whom the management and public
display of Friends can play a major role in peer group interactions. These
are often characterised as intense, dramatic and occasionally volatile
(see Chapter 5). In addition, a whole range of information about online
status and idle status and about ‘away messages’ can reveal personal
information about a person’s context and movement (Baron 2008).

While the contact lists on our mobile phones are used as personal
reference tools for connecting with significant others, social network
sites are unique in publicly displaying personal contact lists to all who
have access to our profile. Contact lists publicise our networks as our
‘Friends’. Friends have therefore come to function as a key dimension
of a person’s identity and self-presentation (see Chapter 4) as well as
part of the regulation of access to certain features (such as commenting)
and content (such as blog posts). The rise of social media has coincided
with the introduction of several new words in the English language such
as to ‘Friend’, to ‘defriend’ or to ‘unfriend’ a person; ‘offline friends’
and ‘non-friend’. The term ‘frenemies’ is used in the context of online
stalking: ‘stalking your frenemies’. The term ‘unfriend’ was selected as
the Oxford Word of the Year in 2009, defined as the action of deleting
a person as a ‘friend’ on a social network site. ‘Friending’ a person on
a social network site presupposes and evokes the idea of a degree of
purpose and determination in establishing the connection (Madden and
Smith 2010). Following boyd and Ellison (2007), the word ‘Friend’ is
capitalised here to indicate social network contacts and to distinguish
the term from conversational understandings of the term.

In a study of friendship in LiveJournal, Raynes-Goldie and Fono
(2005) discovered considerable variation in the reasons people gave for
Friending each other. Friendship represented content, offline facilita-
tor, online community, trust, courtesy, declaration or nothing. Similar
motives were found by danah boyd (2006) in a study of participants’
activities on Friendster and MySpace. Thirteen incentives were identified
by boyd in descending importance, as follows:

1. Actual friends;
2. Acquaintances, family members, colleagues;
3. It would be socially inappropriate to say ‘no’ because you know

them;
4. Having lots of Friends makes you look popular;
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5. It’s a way of indicating that you are a fan (of that person, band,
product, etc.);

6. Your list of Friends reveals who you are;
7. Their Profile is cool so being Friends makes you look cool;
8. Collecting Friends lets you see more people (Friendster);
9. It’s the only way to see a private Profile (MySpace);

10. Being Friends lets you see someone’s bulletins and their Friends-
only blog posts (MySpace);

11. You want them to see your bulletins, private Profile, private blog
(MySpace);

12. You can use your Friends list to find someone later;
13. It’s easier to say yes than no.

The first three incentives involve already known connections. The
rest provide clues about why people connect to people whom they do
not know. Most of the reasons given reveal how significant the techni-
cal facilitators are in affecting individuals’ incentives to connect (boyd
2006). There is evidence that Friending encompasses a wide range of
contact categories and that, as boyd’s findings show, not all users view all
‘Friends’ as actual friends. The implications of these changing practices
are explored in the following chapters.

The emerging principles and customs shaping online friendship and
intimacy are having a profound impact on the way companionship is
practised and experienced offline. This is particularly the case for young
people (see Chapter 5). For example, users of sites such as MySpace
are invited to rank their ‘Friends’ in order of preference as a routine
feature of engagement. These online customs are also influencing con-
ventions surrounding intimacy for adults. The word ‘Friend’ is being
applied to all declared connections whatever their nature or intensity.
Family members, work colleagues, school friends and acquaintances
are regularly being listed and publicly displayed as ‘friends’. In 2007,
Facebook set up a feature for users to group friends into categories.
Before that, all contacts were indistinguishable, all being labelled as
‘Friends’. MySpace differed, with a tool enabling users to mark out their
‘Top 8’ contacts.

Modes of online connectivity

Levels of engagement

This section addresses variations in levels of social network site engage-
ment according to social groups and online experiences. It acts as a
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backdrop to some fascinating details outlined in the following section
about why and how people engage on sites and who with, to provide
insights into digitally mediated personal ties. In terms of age groups,
data from the Pew Internet and American Life Project confirms that
more young adults use social networks than older adults in the United
States (Lenhart 2009). Among 18 to 24 year olds, 75 per cent of online
adults have a profile on a social network site and among 25 to 34 year
olds, 57 per cent have a site profile. The number steadily decreases with
age with 30 per cent of online adults aged 35 to 44 having a profile,
19 per cent of online 45 to 54 year olds, and 10 per cent of online
55 to 64 year olds. Among those aged 65 and over, only 7 per cent
of online adults have a profile. In a study of frequency of use, Joinson
(2008) found that women visited Facebook more often than men. White
Facebook users tend to have more ethnically and racially homoge-
neous friendship networks than non-white users (Seder and Oishi 2009).
Studies further reveal that different sites attract different social groups
(Hargittai 2007). The different designs of sites offer differing modes of
functionality and affordances (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011). Some sites are
used mainly for maintaining social relationships such as Facebook and
others to promote professional networks such as LinkedIn. Significantly,
the personal use of social networks is more widespread than professional
use in terms of both the type of networks that adults choose to use and
their reasons for using the applications (Lenhart 2009).

Although research on the intensity of social network site use is
nascent, certain patterns emerge. Eszter Hargittai and Yu-li Patrick
Hsieh (2011) found that some people engage with one site only either
frequently or infrequently while others use several sites regularly or
infrequently. Based on a study of US college student users, they distin-
guished between Dabblers, Samplers, Devotees and Omnivores. Dabblers
use only one site and occasionally. Samplers visit more than one site
but infrequently. Devotees are active users on one service only. Omni-
vores use several sites and use at least one site intensively. Women are
more likely to be intense users than men but only more likely to be
Omnivores. There are no gender differences between Dabblers, Samplers
and Devotees. No significant differences according to racial and ethnic
background were detected except that non-Hispanic African American
students are less likely to be Dabblers and non-Hispanic Asian American
students tend to be devotees. Students with at least one parent with a
college education are more likely to be Omnivores. They are also more
likely to be intense users if they do not live with their parents. Users
with better web skills tend to be intense users and to incorporate their
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social network site use into their daily routines. Web skills are likely to
be enhanced by the extent of use as well as vice versa (Hargittai and
Hsieh 2011).

Types of relationships

Throughout the relatively short history of online communication, a
major question for researchers has been whether the Internet is used
mainly to sustain pre-existing connections or to establish relationships
that start online and then move offline (see, for example, Ellison et al.
2007, 2011a, 2011b; Walther and Parks 2002). For some time it was
believed that the Internet would be perfectly designed for forming net-
works with strangers on the other side of the world, with or without
shared interests. It was initially assumed that innovations in digitalised
communication activities would essentially lead to an explosion of glob-
alised social contacts. Two key trends emerge from research on patterns
of social media use. First, all the digital mediums available to us – such as
cell phones, texting, Skype, instant messaging (IM), social network sites,
blogging and email – are mainly used to communicate with a remark-
ably small handful of people, largely made up of intimates. Second, in
the case of social network sites, rather than being used for initiating
new relationships we find that they tend to be used for maintaining or
deepening already existing offline relationships and for tracing people
already known offline.

Regarding the first trend, in research on interpersonal digital commu-
nication across multiple media platforms among families in Switzerland,
Stefana Broadbent (2011) found that on average 80 per cent of regular
exchanges are with the same four or five people. Whether the exchanges
were on IM, social network sites, Skype or mobile phone, the result was
the same in all cases. Broadbent’s in-depth study involved interviews,
observations and surveys of users’ homes. Respondents were also asked
to produce communication logs to identify and describe the purposes
of all their communications. Most communication was about the state
of loved ones including partners, family and friends. She found that
most mobile phone calls are made to the same four intimates. Broadbent
(2009, 2011) also discovered particular communication channels are
preferred for keeping in touch regularly with intimates and that these
are determined by the level of intimacy afforded by the connection.
She distinguishes between ‘synchronous’ and ‘asynchronous’ channels,
emphasising the more intimate nature of voice communication such
as the telephone, Skype and SMS in synchronous media (addressed in
Chapter 2).



10 Social Media and Personal Relationships

Despite the asynchronous nature of social network sites, they do
involve intimate communication. As Sonia Livingstone (2009a) points
out, social network sites are displacing, incorporating and remediating
other modes of online communication. The technology is supplanting
communication forms such as email, chatrooms and website creation
and absorbing others such as IM, blogging and music downloading.
Social network sites fuse earlier technologies of communication and
involve multimedia engagement (Haythornthwaite 2005; Jenkins 2006;
Madianou and Miller 2012). The technology provides communica-
tion, storage and social applications for hundreds of millions of users.
The multifaceted technological opportunities or ‘affordances’ of this
medium make it highly suitable for fostering and maintaining intimate
ties. Social network site technology also remediates synchronous forms
of communication such as face-to-face and telephone communication
(Bolter and Grusin 1999; Jenkins 2006).

Although social network site technology offers a remarkably wide and
complex range of affordances to connect with large numbers of people
through text, images and News Feeds, the medium is being used by indi-
viduals mainly to sustain very close, personal ties. Moreover, political
communication is limited. During the year of the US presidential cam-
paign when Barack Obama’s success was attributed to the use of social
media, research by the Pew Internet and American Life project (Kohut
2008) found that only 10 per cent of Internet users in the US pop-
ulation posted political comments on social network sites and 8 per
cent posted comments on blogs. The majority of Internet users (64 per
cent) obtained their core information from television websites such as
cnn.com or abcnews.com (Kohurt 2008).

While social network sites such as Facebook, Bebo and MySpace have
made it easy for users to broaden their range of contacts to hundreds
of Friends, most users have an average of five close friends (Binder
et al. 2009; Choi 2006; Ellison et al. 2007, 2011a, 2011b; Joinson, 2008;
Lampe et al. 2006; Lenhart 2009; Walther and Parks 2002; Wilson et al.
2009). In a large-scale study of user interaction events on Facebook,
Wilson et al. (2009) found that the most active users only received photo
comments from a small number of their Friends (15 per cent), and most
users received comments from only 5 per cent of their Friends. This pat-
tern is reflected on Twitter where 97 per cent of twitterers attract less
than a hundred followers while celebrities such as Britney Spears have
around 4.7 million followers (Infographic 2010). Moreover, the major-
ity of Facebook interactive events tend to be generated by a small and
highly active subset of users, while a majority of users are significantly
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less active (Wilson et al. 2009). A study of user interactions on the South
Korean social network site, Cyworld, reflects this pattern. It was found
that Cyworld users with fewer than 200 friends interact only with a
small subgroup of friends. Interactions tend to be bidirectional rather
than multidirectional (Chun 2008). Significantly, this pattern resonates
with conventional offline friendship networks and users of other social
media technologies.

With reference to the second trend, a succession of studies con-
firm that social network sites are being used for sustaining pre-existing
contacts which have strong offline connections of proximity. For
example, a US survey of over 1000 undergraduate college students
about offline/online communication by Lampe et al. (2007) found that
Facebook profile fields were quite difficult to falsify. Importantly, the
software design of sites fosters meaningful or consequential ties in the
sense that it allows users to identify common ground in offline con-
texts such as home town, high school and cultural preferences. The
researchers found that users of Facebook tend to use online profile
details to identify others with whom they have something in com-
mon in an offline environment rather than just shared interests. The
search for indicators of common ground among other members helps
to simplify the process of detecting shared backgrounds, interests and
experiences. Lampe et al. (2007) even suggest that simply being aware
that a person is from the same town affords a common background
and point of reference for people who have not met before. Holding
online conversations about having local milieu, events or acquaintances
in common can facilitate future contact. Similarly, a related US sur-
vey by Nicole Ellison et al. (2007) of 286 undergraduates revealed that
users of Facebook connected with many more people with whom they
shared offline connections such as existing friends, class mates, nearby
neighbours or a person they had already met socially than with meet-
ing new people. Facebook users are also much more likely to ‘search’ for
people with whom they shared an offline connection than they are to
‘browse’ to meet complete strangers (Ellison et al. 2007).

Despite the remarkable technological possibilities for global network-
ing, most people’s online connections are, then, generally localised or
stem from former local connections. Niche networks can be geographi-
cally dispersed but strangers and distant others are far less appealing to
users of online social media than initially assumed (Boneva et al. 2006;
Mesch and Talmud 2007b). Surprisingly few social network connections
are initiated online and there is little evidence that this form of social
media is being used to replace existing social relationships with new
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ones. This range of findings suggests, then, that social network sites are
predominantly a medium for personal engagement and for maintaining
pre-existing contacts with offline connections of proximity. To para-
phrase Broadbent,6 it amounts to a ‘re-appropriation’ or a conquest of
personal mediated discourse over other kinds of communication. Never-
theless, this does not preclude the use of these sites for the formation of
weak ties, as indicated below.

Certainly, social network sites help strangers to connect through
shared interests, activities and political views. However, the empha-
sis on personal communication is indicated by the dominant patterns
of personal engagement with social network sites and the use of this
social medium for sustaining existing relationships rather than link-
ing up with strangers. Given these patterns, the impulse to differentiate
between offline and online associates now seems too simplistic. It fails
to take into account the intricate ways in which online communication
is integrated into everyday personal life (Bakardjieva 2005; Livingstone
2009a; Silverstone 20067). Livingstone emphasises that despite this
remarkable range and mix of affordances, face-to-face communication
is not being displaced by online connections. Instead, these technologi-
cal attributes have ensured an embedding of this technology in personal
life. This is also supported by research beyond Western contexts. In the
study of South Korean site, Cyword (Choi 2006), it was found that
Cyworld has become embedded in everyday life. Maintaining and rein-
forcing pre-existing social networks was reported as the main motive for
Cyworld use by 85 per cent of users (Choi 2006: 181). This embedded
nature of the technology indicates that most site users convey infor-
mation about their own identities rather than inventing new online
identities.

‘Mass friends’

While social network sites are being used mainly to sustain and deepen
pre-existing connections formed offline, some users accumulate vast
numbers of occasional ‘friends’. The average number of online con-
nections generally varies between 120 and 180. Yet certain users of
social network sites are accruing thousands of ‘Friends’ (Golder et al.
2007). This tendency signals a rise in weak ties or acquaintances. Within
the motives for Friending others identified by boyd (2006) which are
listed above, after the first three, most reasons involve people known to
members, the rest provides clues about the incentives for participants
to connect to many people that they do not know: popularity, being
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a fan (of a person, band or product, etc.); expressing one’s identity;
to make the user look cool; to gain access to several features such as
more people or to a private profile or to someone’s bulletins and their
Friends-only blog posts; to allow others to see one’s bulletins, private
profile, private blog; to find someone later and finally because it is eas-
ier to say ‘yes’ than ‘no’. These incentives for Friending are addressed
in later chapters. Speculation about the status of friend collecting and
the changing nature of friendship on social network sites has prompted
media reports with headlines such as ‘Most Facebook friends are false
friends’.8

The technical facility to generate a large number of online weak ties
encourages some users to draw on the software to browse for names
online to add to their friend collections (Donath 2007). As indicated by
the incentives identified by boyd, this ‘mass friend’ collecting involves
connections with strangers as well as acquaintances. The majority of
those who collect large numbers of Friends are often adults such as
musicians, politicians, corporations and celebrities. These users depend
on wide social networks to advance their status, careers or leisure inter-
ests. Most loose connections are likely to be ‘trophy’ friends such as
famous actors, sportspeople and celebrities. The lack of a facility to dif-
ferentiate between casual and intimate contacts encourages a blurring of
relationship groupings. Social network sites have the potential to gen-
erate large numbers of positive weak ties, but it raises questions about
whether we are capable of handling large numbers of contacts online,
whether ‘Friend collecting’ has social benefits or whether the practice
is simply a pretence used to impress others. Research on the theoretical
boundaries for the number of stable personal connections that humans
are capable of managing suggests that we are unable to handle more
than about 150 relationships (Dunbar 1996).

In terms of the qualities and social benefits generated by our social
networks, enquiries into the social capital generated by social network
sites by Ellison et al. (2011a) suggest that when the number of reported
actual friends surpasses 400 to 500, there is a ‘point of diminishing
returns’. The social benefits to be gleaned from large numbers of Friends
are not apparent (see Chapter 8). They point out that, at this size it is
likely to be impossible to conduct the kind of relationship maintenance
needed to ensure that weak ties provide useful forms of support and
information. While some social network site users might have 1,500
friends, the traffic on these sites shows that most people maintain a
much smaller circle of about 150 connections (Dunbar 2010). Site users
are likely to know little about the lives of more than 150 of their digital
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contacts. These contacts may range from very close friends to casual
acquaintances.

A set of conventions are emerging around the ritual of Friend col-
lecting and gradually being recognised as digital protocols through
regular use. Derogatory terms such as ‘Friendster whores’ indicate the
kinds of negative views being associated with indiscriminate Friending
activity (Donath and boyd 2004). Young people in particular are scruti-
nising each others’ profiles and judging the number and management
of online friendships among their peers (see Chapter 5). In a study of
perceptions of social attractiveness on Facebook, Tong et al. (2008) dis-
covered that higher Friend counts corresponded with higher levels of
perceived social appeal. Intriguingly, this operated within distinctive
limits. Users who accumulated more than 302 Facebook Friends were
actually rated lower in terms of social attractiveness, and this was likely
to be because they were judged to be ‘Friending out of desperation’
(Tong et al. 2008: 542) or substituting face-to-face contacts with digitally
generated ones. The aspiration to acquire hundreds of friends and the
practice of adding relatively weak ties to online friendship lists confirms
key changes in the meanings and values associated with ‘friendship’ in
the context of social media.

Weak online ties

The acquisition of large numbers of Friends raises questions about
whether online networks are reducing the investment needed in making
strong friendships or whether new ties generated online are inevitably
inferior ties. Placing multiple postings of information to several people
is so simple and fast that the cost of maintaining and forming these
weak associations, in terms of time and effort, is being significantly
reduced (Ellison et al. 2011b). As mentioned above, social commenta-
tors are concerned that IM, texting and social network sites are somehow
undermining human intimacy and sociality. Yet others claim that foster-
ing numerous loose ties or ‘nodding acquaintances’ may have important
social benefits.

Mark Granovetter (1973) categorised the members of a social network
according to the strength of the ties. He contrasted the effectiveness
of ‘strong’ ties of family and close friends with ‘weak’ ties of casual
acquaintances such as former colleagues or new people whom we meet.
Granovetter described the strength of a tie as a combination of the
amount of time, emotional intensity, intimacy and reciprocity entailed
in the relationship. Our weak ties or acquaintances are less likely to
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know each other or be socially involved with one another compared
to our close friends and family. Granovetter states:

Thus the set of people made up of any individual and his or her
acquaintances comprises a low-density network (one in which many
of the possible relational lines are absent) whereas the set consisting
of the same individual and his or her close friends will be densely knit
(many of the possible lines are present).

(Granovetter 1983: 201–202)

Weak ties may offer us access to the kinds of resources and varied social
groups and belief systems that close family and friends are unable to
supply. Those with extensive weak ties will have access to informa-
tion, new ideas and tastes from outlying parts of the social system.
For example, it gives individuals an advantage in terms of the labour
market where employment may depend on knowing of job openings
(Granovetter 1973, 1983). Since casual friends and acquaintances often
move in social circles that differ from our own, they are more likely
to have access to different information and can facilitate information
sharing (Benko 2011; Morgan 2009). The benefits generated by weak
ties are referred to as ‘bridging capital’ (Putnam 2000) and are addressed
in Chapter 8. By contrast, the strong ties of family and close friends are
defined by the frequency of contact and by their voluntary, companion-
able, supportive and long-term nature (Haythornthwaite 2005). They
offer the kind of ‘bonding capital’ which is not available from weak ties
or acquaintances. As Baym (2010: 125) puts it, ‘Resources exchanged in
strong tie relationships run deep and may be emotionally and tempo-
rally expensive. As a result, we cannot maintain too many strong tie
relationships at any given time and have many fewer strong ties than
weak ones’.

Caroline Haythornthwaite (2005) uses the concept of ‘latent ties’
to address the ways in which social media technologies create new
opportunities for contact between people would not otherwise link up
with one another. Latent ties are described as connections ‘technically
possible but not yet activated socially’ (Haythornthwaite 2005: 137).
They occur when a new medium of communication becomes accessi-
ble, allowing individuals to make contact. The telephone system and
phone directory is an example of this. Ellison et al. (2007) emphasise
the affordances of social network sites for detecting and identifying peo-
ple online which might prompt users to initiate latent ties in the future.
A ‘latent tie’ is
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. . . a relationship between two individuals which has not been
socially activated. These individuals may have a passing awareness
of one another (or may have even met briefly), but the affordances
of the social network site serve to enhance and accelerate the
relationship development process.

(Ellison et al. 2011a: 877)

The question, then, is whether and what kinds of weak ties and latent
connections are being activated in the context of social media such as
social network sites, and how they may be contributing to changing
personal relationships. This is the subject matter of Chapter 8. Evidence
suggests that however small the numbers of connections generated
or revitalised through weak ties online, these contacts online can be
enormously significant and even life changing (Wilson et al. 2009).

Mediated intimacies

Having outlined some of the broad features of digitally mediated social
connectivity, the preliminary characteristics of social network site inter-
activity can be identified. I shall highlight these characteristics in turn
and follow this with a discussion on how they are approached in
the following chapters. First, social network sites are, in the broad-
est sense, (a) conducive to sociality. Social network site use corresponds
with a growing significance in (b) the public display of connectedness.
This connectedness is being expressed predominantly through (c) the
model of friendship. Digitally mediated personal connections tend to
involve (d) a small number of intimate ties and (e) draw on an infor-
mal, casual mode of address. This pattern of social media use amounts
to (f) the dominance of a personalised discourse. Patterns of use also con-
firm that social network site engagement, alongside all social media, is
becoming (g) embedded in everyday life. We find that online contacts
are largely composed of (h) pre-existing offline relationships and related
to the way the software is designed, they tend to foster (i) consequen-
tial or meaningful ties. Finally, social network sites offer the technical
affordances to generate and sustain (j) extensive non-personal, weak or
latent ties.

Engagement with multiple channels of communication – from text
messages to social network sites – confirms this pervasiveness and
the mediated nature of all contemporary personal ties (Madianou and
Miller 2012). It indicates the need for a theoretical framework to
explain mediated personal relationships, that is, the interconnections
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between the technical and emotional dimensions of social media in
the formation of present-day personal ties. Digitally mediated networks
can be approached as ‘mediated intimacies’. I use the term mediated
intimacies to develop a framework to explain the distinctive ways in
which new media technologies are being engaged with to sustain per-
sonal connections and to understand the nature of these connections.
I use the term ‘intimacy’ in a broader sense than sexual, romantic or
familial relationships to include wider ties of friendship (see Chapter 3).
In the context of social network sites, mediated intimacies configure and
are framed within ‘networked public culture’ (boyd 2007, 2011).

The term ‘networked public’ is drawn on in the following chapters to
describe some of the key ways mediated intimacies are being publicised
through social network site engagement. I use the term ‘personalised
public networks’ to explain the nature of digitally mediated intimacies.
The following chapters explore the ways that personal relationships are
being mediated through digital communication technologies and how
media platforms, in particular social network sites, are being socialised:
that is, the way these technologies are engaged with and become
embedded in our everyday lives. This is focused on first in Chapter 2
by examining the distinctive attributes and affordances of the digital
mediums that help cultivate an affiliation between technical and emo-
tional dimensions of personal communication as mediated interaction.
Further characteristics of mediated intimacy are identified in the fol-
lowing chapters and analysed towards a theory of mediated intimacy in
Chapter 9.

Approach and overview of chapters

Digitally mediated social relationships are investigated through a series
of social and cultural contexts which form the core themes that struc-
ture this book. The first part of the book explores relevant theories of
mediated technologies and theories of changing intimacies and friend-
ship. How personal connections are being articulated through social
media engagement is examined in the second part of the book through
a group of five chapters that address key frameworks or contexts of
association: the self, youth, families, dating and social capital. These
frameworks help to identify the major roles played by social media
in transforming personal life. The final chapter identifies the principal
features of mediated intimacy. It explores the constitutive features of
mediated self and, finally, looks at some of the implications of locating
mediated intimacies within commercial frameworks.
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Chapter 2 begins by confirming that personal relationships no longer
depend on one kind of technology but on a plurality of media and
examines the implications of this dramatic change. I draw on Madianou
and Miller’s concept of ‘polymedia’ which describes this integrated
media environment. Polymedia offers ‘proliferating communicative
opportunities’ (Madianou and Miller 2012: 8). This new polymedia envi-
ronment has led to a major change in modes of interaction from a
situation in which the technology dominates to one in which people
have a sense of agency over the technologies. The concept of polymedia
highlights the technological choices offered by social media and the cul-
tural and moral processes involved in the myriad of individual ways of
conducting relationships such as through text messaging, Skype, email
and Facebook. They describe these new dynamics as a re-socialisation of
media.

This re-socialisation of media constitutes a significant transformation
in the moral framework of personal communication. More personal
choice is generated by the multiplication of communication technolo-
gies, their convergence (as exemplified through social network sites and
smartphones) and the drop in the price of the technologies. The grow-
ing diversity of these technologies implies growing control over our
interactions. Chapter 2 explains that the choice of medium involves
important social and moral questions and not just technical or eco-
nomic considerations. This choice then becomes a moral issue about
the appropriateness of the medium, particularly for dealing with rela-
tionship break-ups and family-based misunderstandings (Gershon 2010;
Madianou and Miller 2012). Chapter 2 therefore highlights the impor-
tance of the concept of mediation (Silverstone 2005) to explain the
diversity and complexity of the emotional changes that media sustain.
Social media constitute and express the relationships developed in the
context of intimacy and friendship. Importantly, these digital technolo-
gies of communication offer choice and agency, promoting a discourse
and sense of expressive purpose.

The question is why the concept of friendship has been adopted to
describe this new personalised discourse, and what are the implications
for personal life? This is the subject matter of the third chapter. It is
tempting to use a media-centric argument and suggest that the nature
of the transformation of friendship is being led by the technology, for
example by the design of websites and profile pages. Chapter 3 addresses
relevant debates about changing intimacies and personal relationships
in order to identify the key social trends that precede and therefore
underpin aspirations towards the more fluid and more intense personal
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ties being expressed through social media. It explains how ‘friendship’
informs the digital era. ‘Friendship’ has become a key trope in the
cultural imaginary during late modernity.

‘Intimacy’ has emerged as a key area of academic interest in sociol-
ogy and cultural studies but has generally been situated in the field of
family studies. Chapter 3 argues that interpersonal democratisation is
ascendant and that, as part of this trend, friendship has grown into
a centrally valued relationship that epitomises individual agency and
choice. Drawing on Giddens (1992), we can suggest that today’s tech-
nologically mediated relationships coincide with the quest for choice,
equality and emotional disclosure. More informal relationships based
on non-hierarchical relationships are being sought after. Social network
sites support a new, mediated intimacy which draws on friendship not
only to reflect the more flexible and informal qualities of contemporary
personal interactions but also to confirm a sense of agency in the use of
the technology.

The nature of changing relationships is explored by drawing on the
concept of ‘personal communities’ (Spencer and Pahl 2006) and ‘net-
worked publics’ (boyd 2011). The ideal of friendship is a relationship
no longer defined by or confined to ties of duty, but entered into vol-
untarily in a situation of mutual benefit or well-being. Friendship has
extended from a term that describes personal and intimate to include
‘network’ and ‘community’. As such it becomes a slippery concept that
can mean many things to many people. As well as being so appealing in
the context of social network sites, it feeds into negative debates about
fragmentation and moral panics about the superficial nature of relation-
ships, ‘too much sharing’ in the sense of disclosing too much personal
information and eroding the nature of the private and the personal. The
following chapters explore these issues.

Chapter 4 addresses self-presentations online by examining the man-
agement of self-presentation and the construction of mediated personal
identities. It draws on symbolic interactionism to explain the inter-
active nature of the mediated self, and the challenges of managing
the reshaping of public and private boundaries in expressions of self-
identity. Following Nikolas Rose (1996, 1999), I argue that the careful
management of self-identity required on social network sites can be
interpreted as a form of governmentality and self-regulation. Chapter 5
examines the ways social media are used by teenagers to develop and
maintain friendships and manage peer networks. It draws on a range
of ethnographic studies by Mizuko Ito and colleagues (2010) and also
group discussions I held with a small cohort of A-level students aged 17
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to 18 in the North East England. The chapter also makes use of a range of
survey findings of social media use by young people in the United States
and Europe. It shows how teenagers are creating networked publics
through social media and how social media are transforming the nature
and meanings of friendship for young people. The chapter on home,
families and new media (Chapter 6) examines the role that social media
plays in sustaining family bonds with a focus on changing meanings
of home and changing parent–child relationships. The chapter explains
that the relationship between the home and the outside world is trans-
forming in addition to the changes in family dynamics occurring within
the home. A variety of strategies are used by parents in attempting to
control their children’s use of social media and to foster family iden-
tities. How social media are used to maintain personal communication
between members of transnational families is also addressed with a focus
on the combined uses of social media to control the communication
process (Madianou and Miller 2012).

Chapter 7 on digital dating begins by examining the way young peo-
ple use social media for initiating and ending romantic relationships
and how they handle mediated break-ups. It also investigates the role
of dating forums and social network sites in fostering offline relation-
ships among adults. Patterns of self-presentation and issues of choice
and agency are explored in the context of disembodied intimacies.
Chapter 8 on virtual communities and weak ties considers the ways in
which the concept of ‘community’ has been used to express mediated
networks and asks whether communities are actually being created on
social network sites in the context of personalised network publics. This
is followed by an assessment of research on the ways in which social
network site use may generate bonding and bridging social capital.

The final chapter draws together the key debates in this book to
develop a theory of mediated intimacies. It identifies the key fea-
tures of today’s mediated personal relationships by exploring the social
consequences of public displays of intimacy and changing personal
communities in relation to transforming notions of ‘privacy’, ‘intimacy’
and the ‘personal’. The chapter also examines the characteristics of the
‘mediated self’ by highlighting modes of self-regulation involved in new
online self-presentations. The final part of the book explores some of
the implications of the framing of mediated intimacies within com-
mercial frameworks. How mediated intimacies and related ties are being
moulded by commercial agendas is examined.



2
Technologically Mediated Personal
Relationships

Introduction

Although social critics fear that technologically mediated communi-
cation is eroding ‘genuine’ face-to-face relationships, several studies
indicate that communication technologies are capable of fostering rich,
deeper connections by extending intimate contacts across barriers of
distance and time. Media richness theorists have compared ‘rich’ and
‘lean’ media (Daft and Lengel 1984) and highlighted the richness and
speed of certain communication technologies as mediums for carry-
ing information and conveying emotions (Fulk and Collin-Jarvis 2001).
Mediated communication is considered to be ‘lean’ rather than ‘rich’
and impedes people’s ability to handle interpersonal dimensions of
interaction (Walther et al. 1994). Yet some of the ‘leanest’ text mes-
sages can cement intimacies (Baym 2010). The rise of the Internet
has therefore also generated optimism about the recovery of a sense
of ‘community’ in an electronic form through social network sites
such as Facebook and Twitter. As highlighted in the previous chapter,
today’s social media are facilitating the informal qualities of interac-
tions involving personal ties of friendship and intimacy. This and the
following chapters demonstrate the ways in which greater possibili-
ties are opening up for more diverse intimate contacts and leading to
a re-appropriation of newly emerging media technologies for personal
(rather than specialist and professional) ends.

Two important tendencies become apparent in considering the uses
of new media technologies for maintaining social ties. First, all digital
media have become both more personalised and yet also more diverse in
their use (Baym 2010). Second, as part of that diversity, digital com-
munication comprises a set of mediated interactions that occur in a
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complex multifaceted media environment. The closer the relationship,
the more media platforms or channels are involved in supporting the
intimate interaction. Today’s communication technologies now provide
opportunity for individuals to trace, check on and link up with intimate
and loose networks through a range of channels. The recent and wide
availability of these digital mediums allows us to keep tabs not only
on those who figure strongly in our lives on a daily basis but also on
those who have figured strongly in our lives at some point in the past:
to know where they are, what their circumstances are and to compare
them with our own situation. Importantly, this trend of using multiple
channels of communication highlights the mediated nature of all con-
temporary personal ties, indicating the need for a theory of mediated
personal relationships.

This chapter addresses the changing relationship between technology
and social interaction. It describes the personalisation, diversification
and multifaceted nature of today’s media in order to explain the impli-
cations of these changes for personal relationships. The issues explored
here and in the following chapters are not only about the ways personal
relationships are being mediated but also about the ways that media
are being socialised: that is, the way these technologies are engaged
with and become embedded in our everyday lives. The interconnec-
tions between the technical and emotional dimensions of social media
in the formation of present-day personal ties are examined. To address
these themes, this chapter considers the key concepts and theories
that explain how present-day relationships and patterns of connectiv-
ity are being mediated and articulated through personal technologies of
communication.

The chapter begins by focusing on the multifaceted uses of today’s
digital media to demonstrate how relationships are mediated through
new media technologies in diverse ways. This is approached by examin-
ing the distinctive attributes and affordances of each medium that foster
an affiliation between technical and emotional dimensions of personal
communication as mediated interaction. The second section provides
an account of Castell’s (2009) concept of mass self-communication to
highlight the changing quality of communication and develop the
notion of media multiplicity. The third section extends the theme by
examining the implications of the polycentrality of media. It explains
the concept of ‘polymedia’ (Madianou and Miller 2012) as an integrated
media environment. The final section addresses social and moral ques-
tions associated with the rise of this polymediated environment. The
following chapter then deals with relevant debates and theories about
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changing intimacies and personal relationships in order to identify the
key social trends that underpin aspirations towards more fluid and more
intense personal ties expressed through social media.

Mediated relationships

Until recently, technologically mediated interaction has been treated as
a substandard form of communication compared to face-to-face com-
munication. Much research on personal relationships has been driven
by the conviction that face-to-face communication is superior to medi-
ated communication. This belief was based on the assumption that
mediums such as letters or phone calls have greater potential to gener-
ate ambiguities and misunderstandings (Baym 2010). The lack of visual
cues and agreed norms for organising interaction in mediated exchanges
were thought likely to magnify tensions and disagreements. However,
research on the social shaping of media technologies – including how
they are domesticated and mediated – indicates that mediated interac-
tions are far more complex than first thought (Madianou and Miller
2012). Refuting the assumption that mediated communication is infe-
rior to face-to-face communication, a range of strategies is now used to
express emotion. Emoticons introduced in instant messaging (IM) have,
for example, become standardised symbols for conveying emotional
cues in text-based types of communication to avoid misunderstandings
about tone, mood and attitude (Baym 2010: 60–62)

In addition to each medium becoming more complex and efficient in
use through agreed protocols, personal relationships no longer depend
on one kind of technology but on a plurality of media. As Caroline
Haythornthwaite (2005) argues, most present-day relationships are char-
acterised by ‘media multiplexity’ in the sense that they are conducted
through more than one medium. She explains the various uses and com-
binations of mediums in sustaining relationships, asserting that more
media are drawn on to sustain closer, more intimate relationships. The
number of media used depends on the strength of the relationship bond.
Differences in level and intensity of intimacy evoke different types of
digital media use. The drawbacks of each medium can be offset by the
use of another, often in combination. This means that each communica-
tion medium changes its meaning in relation to some other technology
that signifies an alternative (Bolter and Grusin 1999; Haythornthwaite
2005; Madianou and Miller 2012: 8). Information and communication
technologies are also creating new pathways of communication between
individuals who would not otherwise connect with one another. Baym
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(2010) makes the important point that as interpersonal relationships
become more intricate and multifaceted, so do the media on which they
depend. The more personalised and varied the interaction becomes, the
more control we feel we have over our interactions. While it appears to
extend our control over the relationship, it also increases our potential
interdependence (Baym 2010).

Hutchby’s (2001) theory of affordances identifies the specific func-
tions, attributes and opportunities offered by particular mediums.
It conveys the potential for action enabled by a social technology or
environment. The term ‘affordances’ is used to capture the qualities
of the medium to understand how the various mediums interact and
complement one another when used, that is, how they operate as an
integrated communicative framework. The concept of affordances was
initially developed in work on visual perception (Gibson 1979) and has
since been employed to analyse a broader range of texts, social tech-
nologies and social settings (e.g. Fayard and Weeks 2007; Graves 2007;
Hutchby 2001). Each medium takes on a position and role in relation to
the properties of other media that coexist with it. This approach offers
a basis for determining the features of social media that enable personal
communication and group interactivity to occur.

Importantly, each channel of communication has a distinctive set of
attributes that corresponds with or lends itself to a particular mode
of expression or emotional register. This is illustrated by Broadbent
(2011), who found that these technological attributes can cultivate
or enhance various aspects of social connectivity. People are selecting
mediums according to the nature of the message being communicated
at the time. For example, the fixed, landline phone has a more pub-
lic quality. It is ‘the collective channel, a shared organisational tool,
with most calls made in ‘public’ because they are relevant to the other
members of the household’.1 Mobile calls tend to be devoted to last-
minute planning or to organise travel and meetings, when used by
adults. Texting is different again. It is used for ‘intimacy, emotions
and efficiency’.2 Email is used not only for administration but also
for the exchange of photos, documents and music. Interestingly, in a
study of students’ attitudes towards online relationship break-ups, Ilana
Gershon (2010) noted differences in attitudes to email as a medium
according to age. Older people consider email to be informal whereas
Gershon’s students perceive this medium to be rather formal, sharing
the attributes of a letter in contrast to the more casual media young peo-
ple regularly use, such as texting, mobile phoning and social network
site use. This was confirmed by the students I spoke to in North East
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England. Social network sites not only contain the potential for vast
numbers of contacts but they also facilitate the informal nature of inter-
actions as an effective and simple way for close friends to keep in
contact with one another. IM and voice-over-Internet calls are valued
as continuous channels in the sense that they can remain open, in the
background, while users are engaged in other activities. As Broadbent
states, ‘Each communication channel is performing an increasingly dif-
ferent function’.3 When used in relation to one another, these differing
affordances can be juggled to match the nature and changing dynamics
of the relationship.

Highlighting the distinctions in attributes of media channels,
Madianou and Miller emphasise that old and new media forms have
differing affordances and dynamics including interactivity, temporal-
ity, materiality and storage, replicability, mobility, public/private, social
cues and information size. Thus, each communication medium organ-
ises communication in differing ways according to social circumstances:
‘For example, there is something qualitatively different about commu-
nicating though webcam, using Skype, compared to email or phone
call. It is perfect for helping kids with home work yet not very good
for expressing love’ (Madianou and Miller 2012: 14). These distinctions
in the attributes of media channels confirm the relational media struc-
ture proposed by Madianou and Miller. Building on Haythornthwaite’s
notion of media multiplexity, they argue that individual media forms
are increasingly being defined as relational within a wider structure of
‘polymedia’ (2012: 137). As Madianou and Miller put it:

Relationships, increasingly, do not depend on one particular technol-
ogy, but on a plurality of media which supplement each other and
can help overcome the shortcomings of a particular medium. People
can take advantage of these different communicative opportunities
in order to control the relationship.

(Madianou and Miller 2012: 8)

A feature of this relational media structure is the distinction between
‘synchronous’ and ‘asynchronous’ channels of communication. Syn-
chronous communication channels are being used increasingly for
intimate contact because they involve the voice and therefore require
more personal attention than other mediums. Voice communication
such as telephone, Skype and SMS signify intimacy. Broadbent (2011)
found that regular users of Skype consistently call the same two people.
When using these synchronous and mainly voice-based mediums, we
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tend to negotiate the call in advance because this medium is so intimate
that it entails careful relationship management. In the past, when there
were no other channels apart from letters, phone call interruption was
tolerated much more. In today’s polymedia environment, the unplanned
phone call is potentially intrusive. It becomes a fairly high commitment
activity to request a person’s immediate attention. It involves close con-
centration on the person being contacted and signifies the high level of
importance of that person in one’s life. It implies that the caller’s atten-
tion is going to be reciprocated or that the seeker of the called person’s
attention is of a lower status. For these reasons, voice-based mediums of
communication are usually dedicated to intimate exchange or exchange
with individuals for whom potential status problems have been resolved
(Broadbent 2011).

By contrast, Broadbent explains that asynchronous channels are more
discreet. They can be employed for larger numbers of wider and weaker,
or looser types of contact. These mediums usually entail the written
form such as email rather than voice. However, there are significant dif-
ferences within asynchronous channels. Compared with social network
site use, emails tend to be used for more pressing or serious profes-
sional, private correspondence such as semi-administrative activities at
home (reservations, communication with institutions – schools, asso-
ciations and so on). But outside the work context, the email remains
the channel for sending attachments, including private photos as well
as jokes and exchange of PowerPoint themes. Among adults, personal
emails imply a mutual commitment: an expectation and moral obliga-
tion to respond. Broadbent argues that the more intimate and dyadic
the relationship, the more likely the communicators will reflect this by
moving in sequence from landline to mobile phone to text and then
finally to IM, with each type of communication seen as more intimate
than the last in terms of progression. However, asynchronous personal
mediums of communication such as text messaging and social net-
work site use transcend this synchronous–asynchronous, intimate/less
intimate dichotomy. These mediums are highly flexible and unstable
channels which can be used for both deeply intimate communica-
tion and factual communication for organising events and meetings
(Gershon 2010).

An important quality of social network sites which ensures the
medium’s popularity and its influence on social interactions is that its
technological affordances allow it to be used in a manner that cuts
right across the synchronous–asynchronous divide: between apparently
‘intimate’ and ‘non-intimate’ technologies. As mentioned in Chapter 1,



Technologically Mediated Personal Relationships 27

social network site communication embraces several former mediums
including email, text message and IM (see Jenkins 2006). The converged
mediated experience is exemplified by the multifaceted affordances of
social media that facilitate links to Youtube video, blogs and Twitter and
the possibility of sending links from Internet-enabled phone to social
network sites.

Depending on website design and technical features, channels such
as Facebook, MySpace and Cyworld can be highly efficient at facilitat-
ing closer and more intimate communication. Indeed, Broadbent points
out that in terms of their affordances, asynchronous channels such as
Facebook appear particularly considerate and unobtrusive. They do not
demand a person’s immediate attention. The person being contacted
is not obliged to reply and is not immediately interrupted in the way
that they might be by a ringing phone. However, if the person con-
tacted does respond soon, it can be interpreted as a gift (Broadbent
2011). Conversely, there is a risk that the response may be ignored
and rebuffed as trivial. A great appeal of this medium, then, is that it
seems to be unobtrusive and can foster a strong sense of personal con-
trol over the technology in a way that immediate synchronous mediums
of communication rule out. Broadbent explains that this is why peo-
ple often give out their Facebook address to others more readily than
their email address. Yet, as detailed in Chapter 7 on Internet dating,
the News Feed feature can be especially intrusive and distressing such
as when someone is struggling to cope with a relationship break-up
and discovers that their ex-partner has changed their relationship status
overnight and posted details and photos of their new partner on News
Feed to celebrate a new relationship (see Gershon 2010). These details
provide important insights into the various affordances and attributes
of personal communication mediums.

Mass self-communication

However, the multifaceted nature of social media means that it is not
simply a personal medium since it contains a public dimension. Castells
(2009: 55) reminds us that the multiplicity of the medium highlights
the scope of the process of contemporary digital communication which
involves enhanced personal power. He explains that three modes of
communication coexist in this context: interpersonal communication,
mass communication and mass self-communication. Castells defines
interpersonal communication as distinctive from mass communication in
the sense that the designated sender(s) and receivers(s) are the subjects



28 Social Media and Personal Relationships

of communication. Interpersonal communication is interactive since
the message is sent from one to one with feedback loops. In mass
communication, which is traditionally one-directional sent from one
source to many receivers, ‘the content of communication has the poten-
tial to be diffused to society at large’. It has the capability of reaching a
global audience, for example through the posting of a video on Youtube
or a blog with RSS feeds to a range of web sources or a message to a
massive email list. Self-communication indicates that the message is self-
generated, the potential receiver(s) is self-directed and the electronic
retrieval is self-directed. Mass self-communication combines these fea-
tures of mass communication and self-communication. Castells (2009:
55) states:

The three forms of communication (interpersonal, mass communi-
cation, and mass self-communication coexist, interact, and comple-
ment each other rather than substituting for one another. What is
historically novel, with considerable consequences for social orga-
nization and cultural change, is the articulation of all forms of
communication into a composite, interactive, digital hypertext that
includes, mixes, and recombines in their diversity the whole range of
cultural expressions conveyed by human interaction.

These three modes of communication and the inherent multiplexity of
digital media can be exemplified by the modes of social media engage-
ment during what were labelled the ‘Blackberry Riots’ in Britain. These
riots of 2011 demonstrate in a striking way how social media alters the
scale and pace of mobilising social networks through the use of interper-
sonal mobile media to initiate collective action. In August 2011, angry
crowds gathered outside London’s Tottenham High Road police station,
demanding an explanation for the police killing of an unarmed local
black man, Mark Duggan. Riots spread rapidly across London and other
major UK cities over five days. The initial online gathering of people who
grieved Duggan’s death occurred on Facebook a few hours after the first
public show of protest at the police station. Guardian journalist Josh
Halliday related the following:

At 10.45pm, when rioters set a double decker bus alight, the page
posted: “Please upload any pictures or videos you may have from
tonight in Tottenham. Share it with people to send the message out
as to why this has blown into a riot.”

(Halliday 2011a)
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The Facebook page soon attracted thousands of followers. Halliday
further commented:

. . . if there was any sign that a peaceful protest would escalate, it
wasn’t to be found on Facebook. Twitter was slightly more indica-
tive: tweets about an attempt to target Sunday’s Hackney Carnival
were spotted by police and the event was abruptly cancelled.

The most powerful and immediate communication method for rally-
ing people occurred on the BlackBerry Messenger (BBM) service which
allowed users to send messages, free of charge, to all their contacts simul-
taneously and instantly in order to draw them to particular geographical
urban locations. Twitter was used mainly to spread or deny rumours
during the riots. However, unlike Twitter or Facebook, many BBM mes-
sages are encrypted and undetectable by the authorities. These mediums
were activated as modes of mass self-communication and used in various
combinations in this context of media multiplexity.

The police attempted to track communications over the Internet
and mobile phones used during the riots. They arrested several peo-
ple on suspicion of encouraging rioting via social media. Social media
became the focal point of public debate in relation to the unrest. For
example, an article entitled ‘The Blackberry Riots’ in The Economist
(2011) suggested that BlackBerry’s encrypted messenger service on hand-
sets was a significant cause of the riots: ‘used to summon mobs to
particular venues’. The focus on social media prompted Member of Par-
liament for Tottenham David Lammy to call for BBM to be suspended.
It was a view held by many journalists and politicians in the aftermath
of the disturbances. Britain’s Prime Minister, David Cameron, recom-
mended disconnecting the BBM service to prevent further violence. This
new context of media multiplexity involving mass self-communication
created profound alarm among authorities and social commentators
alike.

However, despite widespread looting and arson, it soon became appar-
ent that a decision to digitally ‘disconnect’ potential rioters would
signify a dramatic change in Britain’s Internet policy. Twitter refused
to close the accounts of suspected rioters. Free speech advocates accused
the government of ushering in a new wave of online censorship. Jim
Killock, executive director of online advocacy organisation Open Rights
Group, argued that the prime minister risked attacking the ‘fundamen-
tal’ right of free speech. He stated that ‘Citizens also have the right
to secure communications. Business, politics and free speech relies on
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security and privacy. David Cameron must be careful not to attack these
fundamental needs because of concerns about the actions of a small
minority’ (quoted in Halliday 2011b).

Academic analyses of the 2011 events have been addressing not only
the role of urban street gangs; issues of gender, racialisation and resent-
ment of the police; and government policy but also the significant
role of new media technology: the mobilisation, resistance and surveil-
lance of social media and the post-riot rhetoric and profiling of the
2011 rioters (see Briggs 2012). The relationship between the emotional
role of Facebook in collectively mourning the death of Mark Duggan
and the role of mobile technologies to gather people to particular geo-
graphical locations either in revenge or for other reasons raises key
questions. Of relevance here is how media multiplexity is exercised
through the crossing of personal and public boundaries for mobilising
mass sentiments and the creation of public networks through mass self-
communication. Stephanie Alice Baker (2011) refers to ‘mediated crowd
membership’ to highlight the mediated process by which people came
together to join the disturbances. The digitalisation of social life has
rendered ‘public space more dynamic’ (Baker 2011).

Importantly, the technical affordance of instantly mass mobilising
multiple social contacts through multiple mediums thrusts all social
media technology under a political spotlight. Whether used for personal
or collective purposes, social media is now marked out by governments
as a potentially dangerous and criminal tool of unrest and political resis-
tance, as exemplified not only by the 2011 riots but also by the ‘Arab
Spring’. During the 2011 uprising in Egypt, the government instituted a
widespread shutdown of communication tools to isolate dissent (Dunn
2011). Studies of the relationship between social media technologies
and political resistance (such as the Arab Uprising of 2011), on the one
hand, and social media and democracy (such as the 2008 Obama presi-
dential campaign), on the other hand, indicate the growing importance
of social media for civic engagement at several levels (see for example,
Castells 2009; Lievrouw 2011; Loader and Mercea 2012; Papacharissi
2010; Seib 2011; Smith 20084).

While themes of civic political engagement are outside the scope
of a book on mediated intimacies and friendship, the 2011 riots and
other forms of social unrest suggest that personal and localised networks
can be instantly transformed through mass self-communication into
public networks. They are generating major debates in political commu-
nication and raise questions about how the personal and individuated
nature of social media use change social interaction and the so-called
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private sphere (Papacharissi 2010) and how they feed into today’s modes
of democratic engagement. Not only do the 2011 riots exemplify the
multiplicity of mediums and the potential of mass self-communication.
They also point to the potential for a personal register to be used effec-
tively to communicate public agendas (Papacharissi 2010). Nevertheless,
the personalised nature of the content offered by social media and the
ability to be private and privately public (Papacharissi 2009) emphasises
the self and personhood over citizenship (Fenton 2012).

Polymedia

While the term ‘multimedia’ describes the simultaneous and amalga-
mated use of different media platforms, it usually simply highlights the
various channels and their ranking. By contrast, Castells’ three forms
of communication – interpersonal, mass communication and mass self-
communication – attempt to build on the enhanced power of the indi-
vidual generated through media multiplexity. Likewise, Madianou and
Miller (2012: 8) describe and develop this idea of multiplexity by empha-
sising the polycentrality of media. For Madianou and Miller, ‘polymedia’
is an integrated media environment described as ‘the emerging environ-
ment of proliferating communicative opportunities’. They argue that
the escalation of diverse media corresponds to changes in their pric-
ing arrangement and in users’ media literacy. These, in turn, transform
people’s dealings with and relationships to media. Whereas price and
availability influenced decisions about media use in the past, the digital
era of polymedia socialises media, according to Madianou and Miller.
This shift has prompted a significant change in the conceptualisation of
‘mediation’.

In studying the use of different media technologies for sustaining
long-distance intimacy among transnational families, Madianou and
Miller (2012: 137) identified three conditions for the rise of polymedia.
The first condition is the need for accessibility to a wide range of
choices, with at least six media to choose from that their household
can afford (email, Skype, social network site, mobile phone, texting,
landline phone, letter, cassette tapes). Second, users must have the
skills to handle the newer, digital media. A third condition is that the
main costs should not involve the cost of individual communication
but should comprise infrastructural costs such as the initial outlay for
hardware and Internet connection cost. However, this new environ-
ment of multi-communicative potential is not necessarily available to
all social groups in all communities and geographical locations since it
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depends on access to several media. Nevertheless it represents a dramatic
change in the way that technologies mediate relationships. For exam-
ple, in many developing countries such as India, the Philippines and
in African nations, governments have made a significant investment in
Internet and mobile phone infrastructures as a fundamental dimension
of economic development (Castells et al. 2006).

The combination of different media represents, then, a new com-
municative environment with each medium defined in relation to the
other media. The selection of media from a wide range of options has
the potential to generate a range of contexts for relationships and dif-
fering social and emotional outcomes for the participants. The issue
is no longer about treating the channels as discrete mediums but of
looking at the impact of polymedia as a whole. This is particularly
important in terms of the attributes of (a) convergence of old and new
media and (b) mobility of the medium, such as smart phone. Each
medium is judged according to how its affordances differ from other
media, confirming the relational structures of media. The communica-
tion experience addresses personal moods and self-identities as reflexive,
mobile and performative (Fenton 2012). Highlighting the importance of
personal agency involved, Madianou and Miller (2012: 137) state:

One of the key attributes of polymedia is that it shifts the power
relationship from one in which the agency of the technology is often
paramount towards one in which people have regained much of their
control over the technologies, because they now have alternatives (my
emphasis).

As more communication technologies proliferate, the less influential
and significant selected mediums become as an underlying factor of
a relationship. In a situation of polymedia, there are new association
choices that range from media and cultural, moral, social and individual
decisions about conducting relationships.

Media socialisation

The notion of polymedia foregrounds the way media are socialised by
drawing on several traditions. As Madianou and Miller (2012) explain,
debates about the socialisation of media are founded on scholar-
ship about domestication of information communication technologies
(ICTs) (Berker et al. 2006; Miller and Slater 2000; Silverstone and Hirsch
1992) and the theory of mediation (Chouliaraki 2006; Couldry 2008;
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Livingstone 2009b; Silverstone 2005). Mediation is a dialectical notion
which describes the diversity and complexity of social transformations
to which media give rise. Social media come to support and represent
relationships developed in the context of intimacy and friendship. The
expansion of multiple media platforms and rise of a polymedia environ-
ment shift the situation from one in which the technology dominates
to one in which people have a sense of agency over media technologies.
This leads to a re-socialisation of media (Madianou and Miller 2012). The
notion of ‘social affordances’ corresponds with the ‘social shaping of
technologies’ approach (Mackenzie and Wajcman 1999) to highlight the
reciprocal attributes of technology and society particularly for mediated
communication. But as Madianou and Miller argue, in polymedia con-
texts the ‘domestication’ of the various mediums is significant because
technologies are shaped and cultivated through their consumption and
use (see Berker et al. 2006; Silverstone and Hirsch 1992). From Skype to
social network sites, digital technologies of personal communication are
integrated into and, in turn, shape social interactions.

This theme of the social shaping and domestication or socialisa-
tion of technology is highlighted in Chapter 6 on media engagement
among families and in the home. It describes how social media engage-
ment by parents and children is shaped and negotiated in the domestic
context. By applying the social shaping and domestication of technolo-
gies approach to interpersonal communication, Madianou and Miller
argue that ‘mediation provides for a more dialectical sense of the ten-
sion between the technical and the emotional’ (2012: 142). They also
emphasise the importance of media competence and skill in using dig-
ital media, in particular, by children and family members (Livingstone
2004).

Debates about media convergence also contribute to an understand-
ing of polymedia. Research about media convergence in the communi-
cations and information technology industries shows that the original
functions and attributes of certain media can change dramatically by
using them in various new combinations: through intersection and
hybridisation (Jenkins 2006). Of relevance in this respect are studies
that focus on communication between family members and how media
convergence has affected families (e.g. Little et al. 2009; see Chapter 6).
For instance, social network sites are important examples of media con-
vergence since their use is extending from computing to smart phone
platforms (Miller 2011). As such, this medium affords intimate com-
munication as a key feature of engagement, as shown in the following
chapters. Convergence also underlines the ways individuals manipulate
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the media technology in various combinations. Among transnational
families who are separated through migration, relatives may text each
other to arrange a Skype exchange, send them photos uploaded and
sent by email and/or follow family members’ day-to-day activities
on Facebook (Madiannou and Miller 2012; discussed further, below).
In these ways, families and friends who keep in touch across great
distances are facilitated by a thoroughly converged media experience.

The concept of mediation, as both social and technological sets of
practices, allows us to move beyond a technologically deterministic
account of social media while acknowledging the combined roles of
both technology and social practices in shaping people’s relationships
(Bakardjieva 2005). Mediation draws attention to the ways in which
the affordances and constraints of the mediums influence both the
message and the relation between sender and receiver (Hjarvard 2006;
Livingstone 2008). Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin (1999) use the notion
of remediation to explain that the social customs and processes surround-
ing the use of newer media need to be understood in relation to people’s
past and present uses of old media (such as landline phones and tele-
vision). Drawing on the concept of remediation, Gershon (2010: 110)
asserts that the socially constructed nature of a new medium is exposed
precisely during the phase when etiquettes of engagement are not yet
established and are hotly debated – for example, when a person is com-
municating the ending of an intimate, romantic relationship by text or
on Facebook (see Chapter 7).

In their study of how migrant workers in the United Kingdom sus-
tain personal communication with their families in the Philippines,
Madianou and Miller (2012) examine the role of different communica-
tion mediums for sustaining intimate contact between absent working
mothers and their children. The research offers insights into absent
‘mothering’ in the age of digital media. Mothering is both an experi-
ence and normative concept that implies a condition of co-presence.
Given the mediation of parenting over great distances through social
media interaction, important questions are raised about the social rela-
tionship of parenting and the role of technology as mediator. The
distinctive qualities of each communication medium can be used to
negotiate the familial relationship. In order to avoid an altercation,
the adolescent child who is seeking more independence may choose
to send an email instead of phoning his or her mother to avoid
scrutiny. The multiple media allow relationships to be handled by cre-
ating an ideal distance in order to develop a pure relationship, one in
which the power relations change so that the child can feel a sense of
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equality (see Chapter 3). In these ways, users of polymedia are able to
surmount the limitations of individual mediums through media con-
vergence and the selection of mediums according to their particular
qualities in order to manage and fulfil the purpose of their mediated
exchange. Madianou and Miller explain that, rather than simply focus-
ing on the individual qualities of each medium in isolation, the idea
of ‘polymedia’ allows us to consider the various ways that different
ICTs can be operated or manoeuvred for their emotional and social
qualities.

The level of agency of users of communication channels in a
polymedia environment is also borne out by the conclusions of a series
of studies by Baym and colleagues. Studies of the extent of use of the
Internet by 496 college students in their social circles found that the
type of medium used had little bearing on the quality or closeness of
their relationships (Baym et al. 2007). Particular communication chan-
nels were preferred for personal communication and determined by the
level of intimacy of the connection but mediation did not necessarily
enhance or reduce relational fulfilment and intimacy. The most influ-
ential predictor of the quality of an interaction turned out to be the
type of relationship. The telephone was viewed as equivalent to face-to-
face conversation in terms of quality. Online interaction (mainly email)
was perceived to be of slightly lower quality, but the differences were
very small (Baym et al. 2004). Those individuals in close relationships
had high-quality interactions regardless of the medium through which
they interacted. This suggests that students are selecting and manipulat-
ing the various available mediums to suit their types of relationships in
a polymedia setting. It demonstrates a symbiotic relationship between
the technology and the personal relationship in the sense that they
mutually reinforce each other.

In a related study, in which 51 students kept a diary of their voluntary
social interactions, it was found that 64 per cent conducted interactions
face-to-face, on the phone and online (Baym et al. 2004). Although
there were almost as many Internet interactions as there were phone
exchanges, most connections were face-to-face. This complements ear-
lier research findings which demonstrate that the Internet is used on a
par with the telephone in intimate relationships (Dimmick et al. 2000;
Flanagin and Metzger 2001). It suggests that, as a consequence of the
affordances of personal communication on the Internet, distinctions
between synchronous and asynchronous communication are impor-
tant but not primary factors. Other affordances come into play in a
polymediated environment.
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A further study of the variety of media used by friendship pairs on
Last.fm5 (Baym and Ledbetter 2009) found that while a third interacted
with one another only on Last.fm, most pairs used between two and
three other ways of interacting with one another. Many of the pairs addi-
tionally made use of IM (42 per cent), other websites (34.7 per cent) and
email (31.3 per cent). A third of pairs also interacted face-to-face. This
confirms that a wide range of media is being used to sustain friendships.
Baym et al. (2007: 18) state:

Hence, rather than replacing, revolutionizing, or reversing the
impacts of other interpersonal communication modes, communica-
tion technologies may be appropriated to supplement these means
of meeting the goals of personal relationships (Katz & Rice, 2002;
Kavanaugh & Patterson, 2002). In general, our study demonstrates
the importance of contextualizing communication technologies vis-
à-vis more traditional means of accomplishing the same ends.

(Baym et al. 2007)

People maintain meaningful personal relationships online and, impor-
tantly, the online medium is employed as part of a multiple media
framework by being used as part of an intricate range of other modes
personal communication that involve synchronous, asynchronous and
face-to-face modes of interaction. The concept of polymedia cap-
tures this tendency of emphasising choice and agency in combining
mediums.

Moral imperatives

This re-socialisation of media constitutes a major transformation in the
moral framework of personal communication. Since the multiplication
and convergence of communication technologies lead to more choice,
the act of deciding the medium through which to communicate increas-
ingly involves social and moral questions rather than just technical or
economic considerations. The feeling of participation within the com-
munication experience seems to offer a sense of control that sustains
emotional involvement (Donath 2007) through a shared understand-
ing of the conduct and protocols that frame the network. In a situation
where the cost or other outside forces no longer determine the selection
of medium, this choice becomes a moral evaluation about the suitabil-
ity of the medium (Gershon 2010; Madianou and Miller 2012). In these
ways, media are configured by the demands of a particular culture or
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social situation such as migration and by particular kinds of relation-
ship, whether friendship, family or between young people, and whether
starting or ending a relationship.

These moral imperatives are brought to the fore by Gershon (2010)
in her exploration of the way young people end relationships. Young
people who dump their girlfriends or boyfriends are increasingly held
responsible for choosing inappropriate media to convey the informa-
tion. Synchronous modes of communication such as phone, Skype or
face-to-face are regarded as morally acceptable while texting or using
Facebook for ending a relationship is viewed as morally reprehensible
(see Chapter 7). In her work on media love, Gershon uses the term
‘idioms of practice’ to explain the lack of shared norms around the uses
of certain new media technologies. Gershon describes a woman who, in
the act of being dumped by her boyfriend through a text message, felt
almost relieved to have the boyfriend’s lack of worthiness confirmed.
The implication is that in conditions of ‘polymedia’, with a choice
of multiple media forms of communication, the selection of media is
perceived as a moral act to be judged.

In the context of breaking up, the question of morality is framed by
issues of power, humiliation, sensitivity and emotion. It also reflects the
lack of norms for both guiding choices about which medium to use and
the assumptions to be made by receivers of messages about what the
communicator means by these choices. To explain the preferences or
idioms of practice that people have for certain mediums over others,
Gershon (2010) refers to the term ‘media ideologies’. Media ideologies
comprise ‘a set of beliefs about communicative technologies with which
users and designers explain perceived media structure and meaning’
(Gershon 2010: 3). Understanding these ideologies provides a critical
way to gain an insight into technology use. The notion of individual
media ideologies reflects people’s preferences for the various attributes
and affordances of various mediums, depending on the quality, phase
and intensity of the particular relationship. Thus, for example, some
people prefer email because it is less disruptive and intrusive than call-
ing someone on the mobile phone. Others find the very interactivity
and synchronicity of the mobile phone to be the appealing quality of
the medium.

As Gershon argues, the differing ideologies about a medium’s qualities
and attributes drawn on by users can provoke confusions and resent-
ments. In the British press in 2012, Prime Minister David Cameron was
both ridiculed and condemned for frequently using what is considered
an intimate channel – texting – to communicate with Rebekah Brooks,
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formerly chief executive of News International. He was also scorned for
using and misinterpreting the shorthand term ‘LOL’ (laugh out loud) in
his messages to her, which Brooks admitted he thought stood for ‘lots of
love’. This was during the run-up to the Leveson inquiry (2011–2012), a
public inquiry into the culture, practices and ethics of the British press
following the News International hacking scandal. It was during a time
when Cameron was expected to show a sense of professional distance
from Brooks who was subsequently charged with conspiring to hack the
phones of more than 600 people. Cameron’s mobile phone conduct was
viewed as inappropriate because it implied the crossing of a professional
boundary.

Importantly, then, the polymediated nature of contemporary personal
communication means that the focus of analysis needs to shift from the
technological to the social and moral implications of media use since the
individual is now judged according to which media they select. As we
become less and less constrained by price and accessibility, ‘[T]he choice
of media and the combination of various media that is found in the
development of any given relationships is itself a major communica-
tive act’ (Madianou and Miller 2012: 139). The choice in medium for
intimate communication conveys a strong message in itself.

Conclusions

This chapter has addressed a range of approaches that contribute to
an understanding of features of diversity and multiple uses of what we
can call ‘personal media’ in a mass self-communication framework. Evi-
dence suggests that the influence of media on personal relationships is
being dramatically altered by the advent of complex multiple media use
in personal settings with the potential for instant, interactive mass com-
munication in public settings. The concepts of media multiplexity and
polymedia allow us to focus on the unparalleled diversity and propaga-
tion of media and the social consequences of using different mediums
in various combinations. The various attributes of the mediums are now
more widely accessible to users and have important implications for
the reshaping of personal communication. The level of interactivity of
each medium, temporality, storage, replicability, mobility, social cues
and information capacity are all significant in deciding on the medium
to be used to match the particular relationship and mode of interac-
tion. However, wider accessibility to the tools of social media tends to
obscure widening social class and racialised gaps between the rich and
poor (Thorne 2009).
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Notwithstanding issues of access, the polycentrality of media can cater
for different emotional registers and thus highlight the social and moral
basis of choices about which media to use. For those who do have wide
access, these choices can no longer just be blamed on issues of access
and affordability. New media are now technologies capable of man-
aging complex emotions and negotiating fundamental ambivalences.
However, as polymedia corresponds to a more general re-socialisation
of media, the centre of attention extends from the media themselves
in terms of their opportunities and limitations, to the moral and social
matters that form all relationships. This new polymedia environment
therefore highlights issues of power and morality in relationships. The
desire to either engage with or avoid certain forms of emotional con-
nection throws up moral dilemmas. People can choose the immediacy
of the phone or the delay of email or the playful interaction of texting.
Decisions have to be made about how to exploit the major differences
in mediums for the various tasks in relationships (Madianou and Miller
2012: 148).

The attributes of these mediums have implications for the reshap-
ing of public and private social boundaries. This chapter has explained
that the personalised nature of social media content and the facility of
private and privately public communication (Papacharissi 2009) corre-
spond with the idea of mass self-communication developed by Castells
(2009). The affordances of social media emphasise the value of self -
expression. The following chapter explains why friendship has become a
model for personal, mediated networking and how this process may be
changing the meanings, practices and experiences of intimacy, friend-
ship and networking. Recognising the major role now played by social
network sites like such as Facebook in maintaining personal ties, this
broadening of the debate about the mediation of personal relation-
ships foregrounds the quintessentially mediated nature of intimacy and
friendship and, therefore, the need for a reconsideration of the concept
of ‘intimacy’.



3
Conceptualising Intimacy and
Friendship

Introduction

The relationships being negotiated through today’s social media are
forcing us to rethink and re-envisage the nature of intimacy, personal
connections and wider issues of relatedness. Personal bonds appear to
be developing or sustained on new virtual frontiers, no longer originat-
ing solely from domestic and familial settings or exclusively located in
spatial community boundaries. A reconsideration of debates about inti-
macy is required in order to understand the mediated nature of today’s
personal relationships. As Chapter 2 explains, a key change is the shift
towards a polymediated environment in which digitalised technologies
of communication are becoming more diversified and being combined
in various ways to sustain social ties of a personal nature. The emer-
gence of new technologies for connecting people has led to key changes
in informal rules and norms governing social contact and encounters.
A further trend is the increasingly informal and casual nature of the
discourse being used across all types of connections to manage contem-
porary interaction. Whether they are strong, intense and intimate ties
or weak ties of acquaintanceship, an informal style is being adopted in
many mediated contexts.

The ideal of friendship seems to have particular resonances with social
media affordances and modes of engagement, particularly social net-
work sites. For example, the kinds of relationships being articulated on
social network sites, such as Facebook, are drawing on and firmly pro-
moting a friendship model. The aim of this chapter is to find answers
to the following questions: ‘what makes the relationship of ‘friendship’
so special in contemporary society?’ and ‘what are the distinctive fea-
tures of mediated relationships that lend themselves to the articulation
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and advancement of this friendship model’? The use of ‘friendship’ to
describe a remarkably wide range of relationships online suggests a sig-
nificant shift in the meanings and conventions of interaction associated
with intimacy and personal life in late modern society.

Having outlined some of the key features of social connections online
and the ways in which multiple media forms are used in personalised
and diverse ways, this chapter examines theories and debates about inti-
macy and friendship to identify changing meanings and practices and
provide a broad conceptual framework for the following chapters. The
chapter then addresses boyd’s (2011) notion of ‘public network cultures’
to explain the particular ways in which personal relationships of inti-
macy and friendship are being articulated through social network sites.
The aim is to contribute to an understanding of the transformations
being generated by social media, with a focus on social network sites, as
contexts for maintaining intimate and wider friendship contacts.

‘Intimacy’ has traditionally been fixed in the realm of the private and
the personal and viewed as physical contact within a sexual discourse,
often characterised by romantic or passionate love. More recently, the
concept has extended to refer to a wide range of relationships that
question the public/private divide, associated with commitment and
responsibility. It has been used to embrace wider and more fluid ties of
friendship and ‘personal communities’. ‘Intimacy’ has generally been
used in contemporary sociology to describe family-like relationships
in order to avoid using the term ‘family’ and to specify or include
more fluctuating and flexible associations of affection and care. Intimate
behaviour is now acknowledged to include close friends and family as
well as passionate and sexual love. For example, Morgan (2011) speaks
of ‘intimate practices’ which can be distinguished from wider family
practices through their extension to friends and non-heterosexual part-
ners. However, the recent explosion in social media draws attention to
dramatically changing conventions in representations and expressions
of intimacy. The increasingly permeable boundaries between close, inti-
mate ties and loose, personal associations on social network sites raise
issues not only about the nature of friendship, trust and acquaintance-
ship but also about the changing relationship between intimacy and
privacy.

Conceptions of intimacy

In Western societies, the notion of intimacy was traditionally associated
with the personal, privacy, individualism and the domestic realm and



42 Social Media and Personal Relationships

thereby contrasted with civil society, community, the public and public
access (Heath 2004). In classical sociology, intimacy was based on exclu-
sivity, where the two individuals reveal their emotions to each other and
nobody else (Simmel 1950: 126). Lynn Jamieson (1998) explains that a
historical shift in the value of social ties from the emphasis on a sense of
‘community’ to a sense of ‘intimacy’ occurred during modernity, leading
to a perception of kinship and friendship as corresponding relation-
ships. Kin and friends have been drawn together, as powerful ideals, to
be viewed ‘as potentially constitutive of a community of people bound
by shared sentiments’ (Jamieson 1998: 74). However, this shift from
notions of the public, the community and the collective to the per-
sonal, the private and the intimate has been complicated by the rise
of social media. Meanings and practices of intimacy are being recon-
figured as they move beyond the ‘family’ and challenge conventional
boundaries between ‘private’ and ‘public’. Conventional dichotomies
of public/private that historically governed relationships are now being
disrupted and undermined by the articulation of personal relationships
through social media technologies such as social network sites (see
Chapter 4 for examples in the context of self-presentation online).

This section charts the history of the concept of intimacy to assess
how it has shaped an understanding of ‘friendship’ and changing social
ties in general. Jacqui Gabb (2008) has produced a comprehensive study
of the concept of intimacy in her book, Researching Intimacies in Fami-
lies. I draw on aspects of her work here to address changes relevant to
the study of changing personal connections in relation to social media.
Three key stages in the sociological study of intimacy are of relevance
here: first, the democratisation of interpersonal relationships, leading to
transformations of intimacy; second, chosen or elective intimacies and
non-conventional partnerships; third, the friendship paradigm. How
social media, such as social network sites, are affecting intimate prac-
tices is a fourth stage that then needs to be explored, forming the subject
matter of the following chapters.

During the 1970s, ‘intimacy’ tended to be addressed in the nar-
row context of family, gender and sexual identity and was uncritically
linked with sexuality and sexual/sensual relationships. The focus was
initially on the patterning of intimate behaviour through reproduction
and parenting. As same-sex relationships, lesbian and gay parenthood
were judged as deviant or anomalous; intimacy research was criticised
for focusing too heavily on heterosexual couple relationships in this
phase (Deegan and Kotarba 1980). However, diversity in the sphere
of intimacy is now a familiar theme being investigated by academics.
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Transformations in personal life that represent a shift in meanings and
practices of intimacy include the rise in single-person households, ris-
ing divorce rates, greater physical distances between kin, wider social
distances between neighbours corresponding with more privatised and
individuated home units and a readiness to include friendship as a
major tie of intimacy (Chambers 2006). In the 1980s, intimacy stud-
ies extended to the study of gay and lesbian intimacy. Although this
remained narrow in its reach, it challenged the overemphasis on marital
relationships and heterosexuality (Gabb 2008).

From the 1990s, debates and research widened to address issues of
autonomy, equality and emotional interdependence as major influences
in the thesis of democratisation. This thesis constituted a foundational
principle in contemporary sociology (Giddens 1999; Plummer 2003).
Mutual disclosure was identified as a significant formative site for con-
structions of intimacy and most notably used in the social theorising of
Anthony Giddens (1992) and the materialist feminist work of Jamieson
(1998). During this period, the ideals of democracy and intimacy were
increasingly being linked through the new, popular ethos of mutual-
ity and equality among partners and families (Solomon et al. 2002:
965). Family members would aspire towards intimacy, affection and
equality within their relationships by conforming to the principles of
openness and honesty (Gillies et al. 2001). This set of concerns then
widened beyond family relationships to include work on friendship and
community.

The detraditionalisation of intimacy

Significant changes in intimacy and interpersonal relationships which
began to take place in the mid–late twentieth were represented not
only by the rise in divorce, more diverse family types and less per-
sonal contact with wider kin but also by social aspirations to reshape
personal relationships through elective bonds. A detraditionalision of
intimacy occurred which was associated with a range of broader social
transformations including second-wave feminism and the rise of female
autonomy, individualisation and the emphasis on personal autonomy
(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995) and postmodernity (Bauman 2000).
More fluctuating social attachments becoming commonplace began to
draw on and privilege ‘friendship’ as an important intimate connection.
However, by the 1990s, ‘friendship’ was being reconfigured within new
kinds of intimate relationships that emphasised individual agency and
choice. Moving beyond the narrow structure and values associated with
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the heterosexual nuclear family, terms such as ‘friends as family’, ‘fam-
ilies of choice’ (Weeks et al. 2001) and ‘personal communities’ (Pahl
and Spencer 2004) were being used to privilege new kinds of connec-
tions and living arrangements as close and meaningful bonds within a
new discourse on intimacy. These shifts in significations and practices
of intimacy were theorised in the 1990s through the theses of detradi-
tionalisation and democratisation advanced by Anthony Giddens (1991,
1992), Ulrich Beck and Elizabeth Beck-Gernsheim (1995, 2002).

Giddens (1992: 3) uses the concept of individualisation to iden-
tify and explain how transformations in intimacy correspond with a
widespread democratisation of the ‘interpersonal domain’. Emphasising
the reflexive nature and active agency of individuals, he identifies fam-
ily and friends as sites for the democratisation of intimate relationships.
Individuals are using ‘free’ choice in the sphere of intimacy by form-
ing and acting on their own personal preferences about friendships,
romance, sexual encounters and partnerships. Modern confluent rela-
tionships promote companionship and friendship, emphasising choice
and compatibility. Scholars refer to the rise of a new integrity and
equality in relationships prompted by the wider choices available, par-
ticularly for women. While former interpersonal relationships were
configured within a familial and sexual discourse, this new affective
choice requires the individual to proactively manage the parameters of
their continuously fluctuating intimate landscape.

For Giddens, the individual is now viewed as a ‘reflexive subject’,
someone who is able to create and move within a ‘narrative of self’
(Giddens 1992: 75). Importantly, individuals are able to effect ‘free’
choice in the sphere of intimacy through personal options not only
about romance, sexual encounters and partnerships but also about
friendships (Willmott 2007). The notion of the ‘pure relationship’
addresses men and women as equals and is based on confluent love:
the relationship is based on conditional love, continued as long as both
parties are in agreement that the relationship is delivering enough sat-
isfaction to continue (Giddens 1992: 58).The pure relationship forms
part of a broad reorganisation of intimacy which supplanted tradi-
tional familial ties of obligation in the context of everlasting bonds.
The emphasis on choice opens up new, more fluid forms of intimacy
including the emergence of new and diverse forms of social dependency
based on friendship and ‘families of choice’ as well as blood relatives
and current partners (Roseneil 2000; Weeks et al. 2001).

Moreover, intimate relationships are being judged by a culture of self-
fulfilment, supported by therapeutic ideologies. Sexuality is decentred,
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highlighting the flexible and changeable nature of all modes of inti-
macy. It opens the way to more flexibility and choice. In late modernity,
intimacy is based on pleasure, autonomy and freedom from constraints.
As part of this, a plastic sexuality emerges which functions as a symbol of
individual identity and radical sexual choices. This approach establishes
the temporary nature of relationships, the conditional nature of com-
mitment and a disconnection of sex from reproduction and family duty.
Looser and more transient social ties are now acknowledged as equally
significant in the personal lives of individuals. In this way, Giddens
makes a major contribution in advancing the idea of interpersonal
democratisation.

The democratisation of interpersonal relationships corresponds with
the social impulse towards the more informal and diverse types of
personal relationships that characterise today’s digital social networks.
These late modern ideas about transformations of intimacy resonate
with aspirations of agency, autonomy, choice and flexibility associ-
ated with mediated personal relationships. Drawing on Giddens, we
can argue that today’s technologically mediated relationships give
rise to a new, mediated intimacy which incorporates friendship and
reflects the fluid, diverse and informal nature of contemporary per-
sonal interactions. The notion of choice and agency corresponds with
the characteristics of affordances (Hutchby 2001) associated with the
technological potential and attributes of social network sites and the
multiplexity and polymediated nature of social media (Hayworthwaite
2005; Madianou and Miller 2012; Chapter 2). Individuality corresponds
with the construction of one’s personal narrative. As a ‘reflexive subject’,
the individual is able to pursue ‘narrative of self’ through the technolog-
ical affordances offered by social network sites in which a profile can be
created (see Chapter 4).

In the positive sense used by Giddens, individualisation entails iden-
tity, agency, self-actualisation. However, since the foundations to this
new approach to intimacy depend on the notion of an erosion of past
traditions and democratisation, it has provoked pessimistic responses by
social theorists such as Bauman (2001, 2003), Beck and Beck-Gernsheim
(1995) and Putnam (2000) who fear a crisis in personal relationships
and communities. In its negative sense, used by Beck, Bauman and
Putnam, the emphasis is on self-interest. This group of scholars expresses
anxieties about social bonds being weakened, ephemeral and lacking
in commitment. Bauman refers to more ‘liquid’ relationships, mean-
ing more fleeting social attachments. These scholars point to the rise
of a self-absorbed, individualistic narcissism and social isolation at the
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individual level and a lack of social responsibility, social cohesion and
collapse of community at the societal level. Individualisation and the
new, coinciding form of elective intimacy are said to lead to a destabilisa-
tion of traditional social relations including a decline in the importance
of duty and obligation in family relations. Beck and Beck (1995) claim
that new choices have given rise to anxieties over child welfare and
the welfare of the elderly. And for Bauman, intimacy in contempo-
rary society arises out of an emotional precariousness leading to a
sense of social decline: insecurity, instability and temporariness. The
question is whether personal responsibility and collective interests can
ever be achieved through individualistic expressions or the quest for
self-fulfilment.

Thus, the theses of individualisation and democratisation of relation-
ships in late modernity have generated a deep sense of nervousness
and uncertainty about the rise of a new affective fragility within per-
sonal relationships. This anxiety is also echoed in relation to social
media. Rather than leading to greater participation, there is a fear
that social media are destroying human interaction by undermin-
ing face-to-face communication and encouraging anti-social, solitary
behaviour. As mentioned in the previous chapter, mediated relation-
ships are considered by some scholars to be characterised by ‘lean’ rather
than ‘rich’ communication, thereby blocking people’s ability to handle
interpersonal dimensions of interaction (Walther et al. 1994).

Elective intimacy

The democratisation of intimacy thesis allows us to analyse the fluc-
tuating context of online intimacies. However, while a new kind of
elective intimacy is characterised by equality and mutuality in relation-
ships, it remains a theoretical account of interpersonal democratisation
(Jamieson 1998). Aspirations towards interpersonal democratisation
may shape personal desires about intimate relationships, but Jamieson
(1998: 12) reminds us that there is an acute disjunction between the
aspiration for choice and equality in disclosing intimacy and the reality
of today’s often confusing and frustrating relationships. There may be a
wide gap between people’s aspirations and their actual lives.

Lynn Jamieson addresses the emphasis on the notion of ‘disclosing
intimacy’ as a contemporary structuring principle of personal inti-
macy involving reciprocity and mutuality. Self-disclosure has become
the engine that drives new relationships. This is exemplified by the
increasing readiness with which people are prepared to open up and
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reveal their personal lives. In early stages of relationships, self-disclosure
becomes a marker of intimacy as trust: a demonstration of love and
affection through shared secrets. The demonstration of love and affec-
tion becomes paramount, with friendship and sexual pairs expected
to develop mutual understanding through ‘talking, listening, sharing
thought and showing feelings’ (Jamieson 1998: 158). Importantly, as the
following chapters show, social network sites open up further opportu-
nities for self-disclosure. Thus, today’ intimacy contains the following
attributes: being no longer authoritative or compulsory, it is comprised
of choice, equality and emotional disclosure. While everyday ‘fam-
ily practices’ constitute a sense of relatedness and have defined and
delineated wider ‘intimacies’, as Gabb (2008) says, intimacy is now
determined and articulated by its emotional connections rather than
ascribed relations of kin.

In the context of social media, new modes of personal intimacy based
on affective and communicative disclosure are identifiable. Social net-
work sites have become an important forum for the disclosure and
display of emotions, particularly for the young. These digital media con-
texts signal the social aspiration for more open relationships. On social
network sites, individuals engage in self-disclosure, ‘the sharing of inner
experiences, mutual self-exploration and the expression of emotional
attachment’ (Oliker 1998: 20) as powerful signs of intimacy in situations
of trust. In this mediated framework, disclosing intimacy functions to
distinguish close ties of affection and mutual understanding from weak
ties of acquaintanceship. Weak ties can translate into strong ties through
stages of gradual self-disclosure through the use of various different
social media – from social network sites to texting to mobile or land-
line phone calls (Baym 2010, see Chapters 5 and 7). Disclosing intimacy
acts as a marker that defines authentic friendship and differentiates this
relationship from ‘artificial’ or superficial online friendships.

In this online framework, intimacy as disclosure becomes a marker
of authentic, bona fide intimacy in a broad sense. It performs a sym-
bolic role as an indicator of closeness and trust. This sense of intimacy
through disclosure does not preclude rapid fluctuations in friendships.
In a situation where ‘for ever’ is no longer a defining feature of com-
mitment, friendships may be long term or temporary. But while they
are active, they are likely to be open and sincere. This new discourse of
personalised mediated conversation has generated new regimes of inti-
macy and truth (Schwartz 2011). New and anonymous audiences are
introduced to what were previously defined as intimate situations for
the purpose of real-time consultations (boyd 2011). As Schwartz states,
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intimacy was traditionally based on exclusivity in access to events and
information. It is now reconstructed under new conditions as ‘network
intimacy’. Interpersonal spheres are reshaped.

However, Jamieson reminds us that, within theoretical accounts of
democratisation and mutuality, the messiness of everyday lives gets
expunged by a lack of understanding of micro-personal worlds. The
discourse of disclosing intimacy masks the power relations that oper-
ate in interpersonal relationships. Tensions around communication,
disclosures, secrecy and surveillance are common (Gillies et al. 2001).
As the following chapters indicate, these tensions are exacerbated by
social media-generated misuses and misunderstandings, given the moral
imperatives now associated with the use of mediums in a polymediated
environment (Madianou and Miller 2012). For example, despite parental
aspirations to treat children as assumed adults, the desire to protect and
control them can lead to an exploitation of disclosed information. This
is typified by the excessive online surveillance and even online shad-
owing or ‘stalking’ engaged in by anxious parents, jealous partners and
ex-partners to check up on children and intimates’ social media con-
tacts in a context where deep and less exclusive forms of intimacy can
coexist online. Online stalking is particularly common in the context
of dating and break-ups, as described in Chapter 7. The affordances of
social media and nature of many online intimacies can breach time-
honoured conventions of ‘privacy’ and ‘publicity’, ‘intimate’ and ‘civil’,
which in turn lead to deep unease about the accessibility, intensity,
speed and reach of online relationships for those who are socially
vulnerable.

By emphasising the diversity in emotional intimacy, the democratisa-
tion of intimacy thesis has underpinned a related advancement within
a ‘queer sociology’. The concept of ‘friendship’ has been highly influen-
tial in retheorising personal relationships in relation to ‘non-standard
intimacies’ (Berlant and Warner 2000) and non-conventional partner-
ships (Budgeon and Roseneil 2004) to emphasise that they have chosen
ties and ‘elective affinities’ (Allan 2008; Beck-Gernsheim 1999; Weeks
et al. 2001). Networks of friends and non-resident partnerships are
increasingly being cited as a contemporary source and repository of care
and intimacy (Roseneil and Budgeon 2004). Friendship is viewed as a
central source of consistency and support (Roseneil and Budgeon 2004).
Families of choice (Weeks et al. 2001) and ‘families we choose’ (Weston
1997) or ‘friends as family’ imply diversity in relationship patterns.
These include voluntary affective attachments within which friendship
networks can become ‘de facto families’ (Altman 1982). Central to this
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friendship ethos is the idea that individuals have the capacity for a much
wider range of intimacies than those anchored in a family context (Gabb
2008: 77).

Friendship as personal community

A major advancement in the conceptualisation of intimacy was made at
the start of the twenty-first century through studies that confirmed the
significance of friendships for personal and social well being. A need
was identified to explore broader notions of personal life rather than
focus narrowly on family-centred couples so as to acknowledge the fluc-
tuating networks of intimates that included neighbours, friends and
lovers (Budgeon and Roseneil 2004; Pahl and Spencer 2004; Roseneil
and Budgeon 2004; Savage et al. 2005; Spencer and Pahl 2006). This
new set of emphases allows us to identify the complexities of relation-
ships of intimacy, friendship, community and acquaintances which are
mediated through online connections. With studies now recognising
the ‘community-like properties’ of friendship (Wilkinson 2010: 458),
the term ‘friendship’ is being used to bridge the boundaries between
intimate, personal relationships and public, networked community
relationships.

The approach to ‘friendship’ advanced by Spencer and Pahl (2006)
highlights the construction of individual networks and ‘personal com-
munities’ which are relied on for social support and companion-
ship. In their empirical study of family and friendship in the United
Kingdom, they identify ‘personal communities’ as significant dimen-
sions of people’s lives, defining them as the ‘intimate and active ties
with friends, neighbours and workmates, as well as kin’ (Pahl and
Spencer 2004: 74). They distinguish between ‘given’ and ‘chosen’ ties
and identify friend-like qualities in the broader sense. Pahl and Spencer
found that personal communities entail the interconnection of cho-
sen friendship ties with more compulsory family ties that involve duty.
The ‘repertoires’ of personal communities can change depending on
the ratio of friendship, family and neighbour ties (Pahl and Spencer
2004: 74). These attachments are voluntary and freely chosen within
a framework of individualised belonging. Thus, the increasing emphasis
is on choice in personal relationships. Yet they also argue that these per-
sonal communities have the potential to foster the ‘hidden solidarities’
needed for social cohesion and support. Their interest is in the role that
friendship plays in providing ‘a type of social glue’ (Pahl and Spencer
2004: 71). In this they also include ‘friendship-like relationships’. They
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explain the meanings of these relationships as individuals’ ‘micro-social’
worlds which are comprised of the range of significant others in our
lives. This broadens ideas of intimacy and sociality to allow us to address
the social benefits of these new, fluctuating relationships.

Based on the notions of choice and level of commitment, the boundaries
between the categories of ‘friend’ and ‘family’ are undergoing suffusion
(Pahl and Spencer 2004). Relationships are no longer simply ‘given’
or ‘chosen’. Certain family members are considered to be friends, and
friends take on family-like status. Family and friendship ties start to
resemble one another by drawing on attributes of commitment and
choice. For Pahl and Spencer (2004), the ‘repertoires’ of an individual’s
personal community can change depending on the ratio of friendship,
family and neighbour ties. Pahl and Spencer do not argue that infi-
nite and unrestrained personal choice operates. Rather, our choice of
intimates helps to reshape personal life (Wilkinson 2010: 458).

This stress on choice and agency across contemporary Western soci-
eties has negative consequences, according to certain scholars. While
certain scholars detect a crisis in personal relationships and society,
Spencer and Pahl found little evidence of a decline in the quality
of personal and communal life in their empirical research on friend-
ship. By emphasising the importance and enduring nature of friendship
ties that contribute to the foundations of social solidarity, Spencer and
Pahl (2006) challenge the notion of a ‘liquidity’ of personal relationships
and community expressed by Bauman (2000, 2003, 2007), for example.
Their approach provides a counter argument to the pessimistic tenor
of sociologists such as Bauman (2001, 2003) and Putnam (2000), who
triggered a public discourse about a weakening of social bonds.

Friend-like ties are important and often unacknowledged sources of
social support, happiness and well-being. By offering insights into the
‘solidarity’ of friendship ties, Spencer and Pahl demonstrate that ‘friend-
ship’ forms a key part of social integration, social capital and the
conditions of community. While personal communities now involve
greater choice, they are also explained by Spencer and Pahl (2006: 29)
as forms of social capital to emphasise the social value of these hid-
den solidarities and small ‘micro-social worlds’. Social capital describes
the conditions in which individuals can secure benefits from their
membership in groups and networks (see Chapter 8). In terms of per-
sonal communities, this works through informal, casual and private
forms of social support. Generally, trust and commitment reside along-
side duty and obligation where friends are perceived to be family-like
and family as friend-like. The implication is that these small circles of
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micro-social worlds comprise solid and enduring forms of social capital
in contemporary society.

The identification of new forms of social cohesion questions the asser-
tion of an alleged lack of commitment and trust in declining personal
relationships. Hidden solidarities and the dynamics of friendship that
socially cement the fabric of society are effectively brought to the fore
of concerns about intimacy and new social ties (see Chapter 8 on social
capital). Pahl and Spencer are not arguing that friends are becoming
more important than family and wider kin during late modernity but
that family and friendship are converging, in terms of meanings, expec-
tation and behaviour. Importantly, they found evidence that friends are
taking over some of the functions of family, with friends now more
important in support networks than in the past. A blurring of the
categories of family and friends is being experienced with individuals
becoming more selective in choosing the kin with whom they socialise
and keep obligations.

Pahl and Spencer found that family members are seen as equivalent
to friends if the relationship is perceived as chosen rather than a duty
or if there are strong emotional bonds. Significantly, members of family
are also viewed as friends if the relationship involves disclosure. The inti-
mate practises engaged in by individuals and the everyday meanings of
intimacy that they articulate support the contention that ‘family’ and
‘friends’ are converging categories. These research findings confirm that
agency, choice and equality are highly valued attributes being aspired to
in intimate relationship as exemplified by Gidden’s notion of elective
intimacy. This favouring of the elective, democratic qualities of per-
sonal relationships over compulsory relationships explains the rising
significance and popularity of personal communication technologies
that foster attributes of choice, agency, equality and pleasure. This trend
forms part of an inclination towards what Misa Matsuda (2005) refers to
as ‘selective sociality’ which is being practised by young people who can
act on choices about whom to associate with through the affordances of
new social technologies (see Chapter 5).

Importantly, Pahl and Spencer’s findings confirm that ‘friend-like
relationships’ have come to represent the most sought after relation-
ship in late modernity. Despite the unstable and slippery nature of the
concept of friendship, its deployment as a metaphor for social cohe-
sion indicates that the relationship has tremendous cultural appeal.
Its non-hierarchical, informal nature corresponds with today’s ethos of
equality. The implication for the advancement of friendship metaphors
on social network sites is that social media are aspirational. These social
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technologies express deep-seated aspirations for intimate connections
of choice based on trust, sharing and reciprocity. Paradoxically, while
the concept of intimacy has been interrogated through the lens of
friendship, friendship has come to be idealised and venerated.

Thus, late modernity brings with it a new kind of intimate relation-
ship and culture which draws on the ideal of friendship: a relationship
no longer defined by or confined to ties of duty but entered into vol-
untarily in a context of mutual benefit. Friendship signifies less formal,
more casual companion-like bonds. The concept of friendship mirrors
the ‘pure relationship’ by signifying the desire for equality and choice
in all relationships. The variability and emphasis on choice involved in
this kind of intimate relationship corresponds well with social media by
promoting a sense of choice, control and reciprocity at the same time.
This corresponds with the idea of social network sites such as Facebook
as more casual, immediate, informal modes of communication. These
personal networks can involve self-disclosure, shared secrets and a sense
of exclusiveness. Individuals can construct their own narratives of self
through fluid, flexible ties.

From personal cultures to networked publics

Contemporary intimate ties can now be described in terms of per-
sonal communities or micro-social worlds to underscore the changing
nature of intimacies and the importance of friendship in shaping per-
sonal relationships. The previous chapter addressed the affordances of
social media that foster connections of a personal nature. Having high-
lighted the ideal of friendship as a late modern social connection, in
this section I extend the study of mediated relationships by asking what
kinds of connections are being expressed through the ideals of friend-
ship. The question that now needs to be posed is: how is this emphasis
on ‘the personal’, as a personal community or micro-social world being
mediated, reconfigured and articulated in the public realm formed by
social media? This is addressed by exploring the distinctive ways in
which digital technologies now frame personal networks within public
or semi-public settings. For example, Barry Wellman (2002) uses the con-
cept of ‘networked individualism’ to describe the computer-supported
social networks through which individuals become connected as thin
ties, emphasising that individuals are heedless of spatial boundaries.
His analysis of online associations therefore emphasises the individu-
alistic nature of mediated communication: ‘this is a time for individuals
and their networks and not for groups’ Wellman (2002: 2). Wellman’s
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networked individualism thereby questions the idea of a strong sense
of collectivity. Computer-communication networks are characterised
as loosely structured forms of interpersonal networking, rather than
tight-knit and bounded social groups.

‘Network public culture’ is a term used by danah boyd (2007, 2011)
to highlight the way that personal culture has now extended into ‘pub-
lic’ culture (boyd 2007; Ito et al. 2010). The relationship between the
personal and the public is addressed by boyd (2011) by approaching
social network sites as a genre of ‘networked publics’. For boyd, ‘net-
worked publics’ are publics that have been reorganised by networked
technologies. They comprise the social space created through networked
technologies and the imagined collective that occurs from the intercon-
nection of people, technology and practice. She explains that networked
publics share purposes similar to those of other types of publics by pro-
viding opportunities for people to come together for social, cultural
and civic objectives and foster connections with people beyond their
immediate family and friends. To be explored here is the nature of
the connections in social media contexts such as social network sites
to find out how the groupings assemble and come together and are
linked or bound together. Technology structures these publics in dis-
tinctive ways by providing new affordances that influence how people
interact.

By approaching social network sites as networked publics, we are
able to consider the online interactions of social network sites as
modes of communication facilitated by the affordances and shared
dynamics of public interconnectivity. As boyd says, ‘Networked public’
affordances do not dictate participants’ behaviour, but they do configure
the environment in a way that shapes participants’ engagement.’ (boyd
2011: 39).

She points out that the word ‘publics’ is a contested term with vari-
ous meanings. Drawing on Livingstone (2005), boyd approaches ‘public’
as a collection of people who share ‘a common understanding of the
world, a shared identity, a claim to inclusiveness, a consensus regard-
ing the collective interest’ (Livingstone 2005: 9). Thus, a public can
comprise a local collection of people or a broader group. Referring to
Benedict Anderson’s work on nation (2006), boyd approaches a public
as an ‘imagined community’. This is significant because it highlights the
socially constructed nature of that network and the aspirations embed-
ded within it. This is picked up in the following chapter in the study of
self-presentations and the ways in which participants in social network
sites conceive of their ‘audience’, their ‘community’ or their ‘public’.
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The idea of ‘public’ is associated not only with a community but
also with media audiences, texts and the production and consumption
of cultural objects. For example, Mizuko Ito (2008: 2) emphasises the
creative dimensions of social media by highlighting the links between
networked publics and social and cultural developments associated with
digitally networked media. Ito (2008: 3) argues that ‘publics can be
reactors, (re)makers and (re)distributors, engaged in shared culture and
knowledge through discourse and social exchange as well as through
acts of media reception’. For boyd, networked publics are not only
publics networked through media but publics restructured by networked
technologies in terms of space and collection of people. Thus, the con-
cept of networked publics allows us to make a distinction between
personal and public cultures.

Personal cultures encompass cultural forms and meanings such as
family albums and snapshot photos, home movies, diaries and other
mementos. These personal cultures correspond with ‘personal com-
munities’ by representing the relationship between the self and our
individual network of friends and family. Public culture traditionally
comprises popular media such as newspapers, magazines, cinema and
television (Russell et al. 2008). Yet the notion of networked publics iden-
tifies the manner in which the personal and public have been brought
together through digital technology. Today, many features of personal
culture draw on or are negotiated through a public lens. For example,
uploading personal and family photos on Internet-based photo-sharing
and video-sharing websites and social network sites is now common
practice. In other words, the ideas of a ‘networked individual’ and ‘net-
worked public’ come together to underline the process of mediation
involved in the technological expression of the familial, the personal
and the emotional in a public or semi-public setting.

The various features of social network sites are identified by boyd to
explain the way these new, mediated interconnections create new kinds
of ‘publics’. While social network sites share features with other online
communities, this genre of website is distinctive in combining fea-
tures that offer individuals three distinctive sets of opportunities: (1) to
assemble a public or semi-public profile in a bounded system, (2) to com-
municate a list of other users with whom they share a connection and
(3) to view and traverse their list of connections and those made by oth-
ers in the system (boyd and Ellison 2007). Four tools are identified by
boyd that play an important role in constructing social network sites as
networked publics: profiles, Friends lists, public commenting tools and
streambased updates.
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Profiles not only represent the individual but also serve as the site
of interaction. Participants consciously craft their profiles to be seen
by others and, as boyd (2006) says, ‘profile generation is an explicit
act of writing oneself into being in a digital environment’. Users must
decide how to present themselves to viewers. Design, taste and style are
therefore important in profile construction. Since profiles constitute a
forum where people come together to interact, participants do not have
complete control over their self-representation. While many welcome
images and comments are contributed by others, profiles are also sites
of control. Although personal control is never absolute, most participants
value the ability to restrict the visibility of their profiles, making them
‘semi-public’: that is, available to an audience of friends, acquaintances,
peers and interesting peripheral ties. Profiles are therefore ‘where the
potential audience is fixed, creating a narrower public shaped by explicit
connection or affiliation’ (boyd 2011: 43, see Chapter 4).

Through Friends lists, participants on social network sites display who
they wish to connect with and endorse ties with those who wish to
connect with them. A profiler’s Friends’ lists are visible to anyone with
permission to see that person’s profile. Most sites require these con-
nections to be mutually agreed before being put on view. This public
expression of friendship and interconnectivity is undertaken by listing
and quantifying contacts as Friends but it is much more than a record
of friends since a Friends list usually constitutes more than one’s ‘closest
and dearest friends’. The selection and listing of Friends is both political
and social. Participants have to consider the implications of excluding
or explicitly rejecting a person, as opposed to the benefits of including
them. While some restrict their list of Friends, others companionably
seek to add anyone. Some include all who they consider to be a part of
their personal community, but as boyd points out, the majority of par-
ticipants simply include those they consider to be part of their wider
social world. This may include current and past friends, acquaintances
and weaker or peripheral ties, people that participants barely know but
feel compelled to include. The most controversial actors that may be
listed are those who hold power over the participant, such as parents,
bosses and teachers. For many participants, it is more socially risky to
include these individuals than to include less intimate ties comprising
significant others who may well be judgemental.

Importantly, boyd (2011: 44) argues that this public articulation of
personal connections on social network sites can be interpreted as an
expression of a ‘public’. In this way, ‘Friends’ become the participants’
‘public’. Drawing on Pahl and Spencer (2004), we can say that a ‘public’
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is the display of one’s personal community. The participants see them-
selves as connecting with a group, en masse as a collective, or what
Pahl and Spence might call a ‘social convoy’. Modes of selection differ.
Some select their Friends from the same social context; others combine
various differing contexts. Important with respect to self-presentation
and impression management is that the way participants approach the
matter of social context or audience determines who they may or may
not select as Friends (see Chapter 4). The list of Friends that partici-
pants choose to connect with online becomes a person’s imagined or
intended audience since participants expect this audience to be access-
ing their content and interacting with them. The list of Friends becomes
the imagined audience (see Chapter 4). They serve as the intended pub-
lic. Although some may not interact, participants adjust their behaviour
and self-presentation to suit the intended norms of this imagined public
or collective.

Public commenting tools refer to the range of devices used to support
these public or semi-public interactions (boyd 2011: 45). For example,
group features allow participants to congregate around shared interests.
A tool commonly used for public encounters is the commenting feature.
This tool displays conversations on a person’s profile (called ‘the Wall’
on Facebook and ‘Comments’ on MySpace). A Facebook Wall is the area
on a page or a profile where friends and ‘fans’ can post their thoughts
and views for anyone to read. Walls have three viewing settings: user
plus others, just user and just others. The settings can be altered but
most users automatically display the ‘user + others’ option so that they
can show posts, links, tagged material and other information posted by
both the page user-owner and their Friends. Walls also incorporate the
News Feed to display updates made by the user-owner including links,
pictures and other information. The commentary is accessible to anyone
with access to that person’s profile. Participants use this space to com-
municate with individuals and groups. The content formed by teenagers
is repeatedly defined by adults as banal but it constitutes an important
ritual, a form of social grooming. ‘Through mundane comments, partic-
ipants are acknowledging one another in a public setting, similar to the
way in which they may greet each other if they were to bump into one
another on the street. Comments are not simply a dialogue between two
interlocutors, but a performance of social connection before a broader
audience’ (boyd 2011: 45).

Facebook and Myspace instigated features that provide users with
opportunities to broadcast content to Friends on the site through
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streambased updates. MySpace initially offered a feature called ‘bul-
letins’, which allowed for blog-like messages to be distributed. Facebook
implemented ‘status updates’ to persuade participants to share pithy
messages, and then MySpace set up a comparable tool. Through these
features, participants can add to content which is then broadcast to
Friends mainly through a stream of updates from all of their Friends.
Again, ‘While individual updates are arguably mundane, this running
stream of content gives participants a general sense of those around
them. In doing so, participants get the sense of the public constructed
by those with whom they connect’ (boyd 2011: 45).

In these ways, profiles together with Friends lists and various public
communication channels form a range of features which signify social
network sites as publics. As boyd states:

In short, social network sites are publics both because of the ways
in which they connect people en masse and because of the space
they provide for interactions and information. They are networked
publics because of the ways in which networked technologies shape
and configure them.

(boyd 2011:45)

The use of the term ‘public’ moves networks beyond the idea of physi-
cal space. It no longer emphasises the physicality of ‘public’ with the
distinctions between private and public as private ‘home’ and pub-
lic ‘outside or beyond the home’. ‘Public’ no longer means ‘outside
the home’: it now occurs beyond the home/outside home dichotomy.
Instead, it becomes a technologically mediated mode of communica-
tion which occurs in a complex mediated environment of polymedia
(see Chapter 2).

These networked publics correspond with personal communities by
functioning as personalised networked publics. The emphasis on the
personal highlights the individuated nature of the network, the idea
of personal control, yet also the real or potential public quality of
the interaction. These networks can, then, be described as personalised
networked publics (see Chapter 7). The notion of ‘personalised net-
worked publics’ emphasises the personal control yet also the problem
or challenge of the public nature of the interaction. Importantly, the
notion of friendship is functioning to bridge the boundaries between
intimate, personal relationships and public, networked community
relationships.
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Conclusions

These debates outlined above about democratising intimacies and
unconventional relationships have highlighted the importance of
friendship as a social marker of equality and reciprocity rather than
authority, hierarchy and duty. This chapter has identified four key
trends in late modern society that characterise transformations in inti-
macy and form the foundations to the ethos and cultural practices of
digitally mediated relationships. First, the democratisation and discre-
tionary nature of interpersonal relationships are predominant. As part
of this democratisation, friendship has grown into a centrally valued
relationship that epitomises individual agency and choice and yet also
the caring qualities of intimacy. Second, through this tendency, familial
and friendship associations are being combined to form personal net-
works that have the potential to foster social cohesion and support and
characterise today’s modes of interaction. It is characterised by the desire
for informal, non-hierarchical sets of relationships, offering individuals
the potential to reinvent narratives of self. This is the subject matter of
the following chapter. These new ways of thinking are prompting aca-
demic speculation that social ties are becoming more intimate, private
and personal yet fluctuating and transient.

Thus the third trend, framed within this late modern emphasis on the
personal, challenges distinctions between former notions of public and
private. This trend comprises the rise of personalised networked publics in
the context of social media, epitomised by social network site connec-
tions. Importantly, then, the reframing of ‘intimacy’ beyond as well as
within family and the private sphere to include friendships and the pub-
lic spheres open up a debate about personal relationships. This allows us
to explore changing practices of intimacy online and, equally, the ways
social media mediate conceptualisations and practices of intimacy and
friendship. A fourth trend involves the emphasis on choice within medi-
ated intimacies. Importantly, the notion of choice and agency idealised
in the concept of friendship corresponds with the media characteris-
tics of technical affordances (Hutchby 2001) and polymediated contexts
(Madianou and Miller 2012), conceived as choices associated with the
technological potential and attributes of social network sites. Thus, the
affordances of social media that create personalised networked publics
entail choices.

The employment of the term ‘friendship’ to describe all social con-
nections on social network sites is, then, no accident. The appeal of
the concept of ‘friendship’ is that it is particularly fluid and malleable.
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It corresponds with a particular set of tendencies in late modernity. The
personal values and ideas of self increasingly rely on friendship as a
powerful metaphor through which one can explore new modes of inti-
macy and individual identity beyond as well as through family. The
concept of friendship embodies key aspirations. The disclosing, confid-
ing nature of ‘friendship’ endorses a new project of the self in an era
when ‘self’ identity, rather than family or community identity, becomes
a primary constituent of society. Thus, the positive qualities of friend-
ship – conviviality, equality, choice and mutual disclosure – have been
reconfigured in late modernity through social media discourses to val-
idate personal life and mediated self-identity. In the context of social
network sites, listed ‘Friends’ become personal ‘publics’.

However, a weakness in the idea of this ‘pure relationship’ of friend-
ship is not only the presumption of egalitarianism but also the promise
of collective purpose. The fusion of the terms ‘personal’ and ‘com-
munity’ implies collective intent and the promise of social benefits.
The idea of an individuated network in a more public setting raises
the question of whether it is possible to fuse individual and social
concerns together through interpersonal connections within a public
realm. While friendship was initially regarded as a chosen, affective
relationship, the idea of an individualised relationship underestimates
the value of friendship in building social connections by treating it as
just a set of voluntary attachments (Allan 1979; Eve 2002; Wilkinson
2010). The concerns about social fragmentation and alienation raised
by authors such as Bauman, Putman and others are echoed in debates
about online friendships. Questions are raised about whether social net-
work sites build community or promote the self in a narcissistic manner
(Buffardi and Campbell 2008). Although the attributes of individualism
and community are assumed to be conflicting, the studies outlined above
by scholars such as Roseneil and Budgeon (2004) on ‘non-standard
intimacies’ challenge this dichotomy. Chapter 8 explores the issue of
weak ties in this respect to uncover their importance.

The following chapters explore the ways in which intimacies are being
mediated through social media contexts with a focus on social network
sites. They ask whether these new technologies have the potential to dis-
turb and challenge conventional notions of intimacy through various
levels of display and expression or whether they reinforce established
norms in an online setting. The potential to reinvent narratives of self
in the context of the informal, egalitarian relationships being sought
through social media is explored in the following chapter by examin-
ing the presentation of self on social network sites. The chapter looks
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at the ways participants adjust their behaviour and self-presentation to
suit the intended norms of the imagined public or collective established
within personalised networked publics. We find that the technological
mediation of intimacies is a process that problematises conventional
boundaries of public and private and therefore has consequences for
the construction and presentation of the online self.



4
Self-Presentation Online

Introduction

The previous chapter suggests that friendship has become a power-
ful emblem of interpersonal democratisation during late modernity.
‘Friendship’, as an idea and set of practices, is used to navigate both inti-
mate and casual ties in the framework of increasingly diverse channels
of communication. Social network sites have further reconfigured the
apparent flexibility, informality and conviviality of friendship through
the public display of personal connections. The type of social media
engagement articulated on social network sites promotes a new form of
friendship administration (Ellison et al. 2011b). This chapter explores
the ways people are managing their personal connections online within
personalised networked publics by investigating the ways in which sites
are used by participants to present the self. It considers the techniques
available to users for managing the public display of the personal and
to navigate the uncertain and often risky boundaries between ‘personal’
and ‘public’.

Studies of the display of the self on individual site profiles high-
light the challenges of balancing private and public information. Styles
of self-presentation and the formation and organisation of tight or
loose social settings become paramount (Papacharissi 2009). To address
these issues, this chapter explains the significance of personal identities
being extended digitally into public cultures. The concept of networked
publics helps to understand how personal communities are articulated
online as public modes of interaction. The chapter shows how social
network sites mediate interaction and facilitate the creation of personal
identities and networked publics.

The public presentation of personal associations on social network
sites has come to represent an individual’s social identity and status

61
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(Donath and boyd 2004). Yet, unlike an ordinary web page, the identity
might be contested and modified by interactive onlookers. Conceptions
and changing presentations of ‘self’ and ‘other’ are analysed in the con-
text of these new kinds of mediated personal ties. The work of Mead
and Goffman is drawn on to understand the reconstruction of the ‘self’
and ‘other’ in the framework of online social ties. This chapter explains
how a symbolic interactionist approach can inform debates about net-
worked identity by assessing Mead’s concept of the ‘generalised other’
and Goffman’s idea of the self as a process of dramatic interaction.
Given that the self is being articulated and negotiated in highly visi-
ble ways through online media, the ‘public personalisation’ of the self
almost inevitably involves the renegotiation of the boundaries between
personal and the public.

Imagined audiences and third-party information

As social network site engagement generally entails semi-public mes-
sages of mutual acknowledgement, status confirmation and relation-
ship affirmation (boyd 2006b), it can be assumed that a ‘public self’
is being displayed mainly for one’s own social circle. However, site
participants are also regularly tracked and ‘checked out’ by a range
of former acquaintances and looser associations. In these ways, sites
are designed to display real-world identities. This doesn’t mean that
it is impossible to invent an online identity but, importantly, the
site tools encourage us to communicate features of our offline selves.
This process contrasts with the virtual identities constructed in cer-
tain online networks such as massively multiplayer online role playing
video games where players are expected to assume the role of a char-
acter or avatar. Self-representations formed on social network sites are
generally constructed to reflect offline selves. Public access to personal
and looser connections inevitably involves a staging of personal sta-
tus and identity (Donath and boyd 2004). For instance, in a study of
Twitter, Alison Hearn (2008) found that social media is used to carefully
construct a ‘meta-narrative and meta-image of self’. Personal profiles
are expected to be highly managed as multimedia online identity
presentations.

Social network site engagement can, then, be viewed as a form of
impression management that involves an explicit construction of the
social self (Tufekci 2008). Interestingly, these practices of online self-
presentation ‘heighten people’s consciousness of the ways in which
their identities are socially constructed’ as Stefanone, Lackaff and Rosen
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(2011: 43) state. Users actively participate in forms of impression
management that were once the preserve of celebrities, politicians and
others in the public eye. This self-presentation is conducted through the
organisation of their profiles, the display of their contacts and the track-
ing of other people through the profiles of ‘Friends’, their ‘friendship’
links, membership of groups and the public presentation of their likes
and dislikes (Lampe et al. 2007; Tufekci 2008). The tools being employed
which were formerly associated with celebrities include: ‘Airbrushed
photos, carefully staged social interactions, strategic selection and main-
tenance of the entourage are now in a sense available to everyone with
a computer’ (Stefanone et al. 2008: 1).

Online Friends provide a context for self-presentation by offering
users an imagined audience that guides behavioural norms (boyd 2011).
Our lists of Friends become our imagined audience, serving as the
intended public. Participants modify their self-presentations to fit the
norms of this imagined collective. Even though the focus is mainly
on close friends or family members, users tend to approach their
profile as presentations constructed for a potentially unlimited and
undefined public (Schau and Gilly 2003: 391). Several categories of
imagined audiences may be evoked through personal impression man-
agement: intimates and current offline friends, family members, former
friends, employers, professional links, casual acquaintances and latent
or dormant ties. Yet this imagined audience is also highly manipu-
lated. ‘Friends’ are often being carefully selected for display according
to their appeal and status, as shown by Facebook’s ‘Wall’ feature, and
MySpace’s ‘Comments’. On this section of a person’s profile, others can
write messages or leave icon-like images. It forms a public message space
as others can see what has been written on a person’s Wall. The messages
can be seen by all visitors with access to that profile (see Chapter 3).
Papacharissi describes the personal profile as a ‘controlled performance’
in self-presentation (2002: 644). Likewise, Friendster Testimonials are
frequently used as self-presentational devices (boyd and Heer 2006).
Friendster users confirm that impression management is one of the cri-
teria they use for choosing particular friends (Donath and boyd 2004).
These ‘public displays of connections’ serve as key identity markers that
guide people’s navigation of the networked social world and serve to
validate identity information presented in profiles (Donath and boyd
2004).

Earlier research on relationships has revealed that individuals invest a
great deal of time and effort in forming and managing impressions, par-
ticularly during the initial stages of interactions (Berger and Calabrese
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1975; Goffman 1959). The ability to present oneself in an assured and
positive way has been associated with social, and even physical, sur-
vival (Hogan et al. 1985; Walther et al. 2008). However, when we meet
someone away from other known connections, the claims they make are
often exaggerated and not verifiable (Goffman 1959). Important cues
for forming an opinion about a person can be identified by finding
out whom they know, how they relate to others and how others relate
to them (Holland and Skinner 1987). More recent research has distin-
guished offline from online impression formation. From the late 1980s
onwards, researchers proposed that computer-mediated communication
(CMC) hampers interpersonal impressions because non-verbal cues are
absent in mediated text-based communication. However, this idea was
challenged by social information processing theory of the early 1990s
which speculated that CMC users may be fairly skilled at interpret-
ing the emotional dimensions of messages within exchanges (Walther
1992). The multi-modal and interactive nature of contemporary social
network sites such as Facebook entails the provision of a richer and
more informed social context for people about whom we otherwise have
cursory knowledge.

Creating and networking online content has become a fundamen-
tal resource for managing one’s identity, lifestyle and social relations
(Livingstone 2008). Nowadays online impressions are often highly man-
aged by participants to enhance the self-image by carefully selecting
favourable information for display. Inflating one’s positive qualities and
downplaying any flaws is a self-presentation practice that profile audi-
ences have come to expect. The inflation of personal qualities even
occurs regularly when there is likelihood that observers will meet them
offline (Ellison et al. 2006). Yet social network sites such as Facebook
are intrinsically interactive and embedded in public networks. A unique
feature of these sites is the extent to which certain information about
the self is disclosed by others and may be out of the profiler’s con-
trol. The combination of interactive and static features in a person’s
profile impacts directly on self-presentation. In offline communication
contexts, individuals make their own choices about how and when
to disclose personal information and control their self-image (Petronio
2002). Social network sites challenge this control by providing the
tools for interactive audiences to thwart the rules of disclosure that
individuals establish to protect private information that they are reluc-
tant to divulge. Insulting messages and reports of misdemeanours are
often placed on users’ Facebook pages by interactive groups whether
light-heartedly or maliciously (Mazer et al. 2007: 3).
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It has been argued that social network sites are structured to foster nar-
cissistic skills of self-promotion (Buffardi and Campbell 2008; Carpenter
2012; Twenge and Campbell 2009). However, the interactive nature of
information can provide crucial checks and balances against overblown
self-promotion, given that details can be posted on to a person’s pro-
file by others in that individual’s network. Importantly, social network
technology is distinguished from others – such as Web pages, email, or
online chat where the creator has control over the content – by its high
level of interactivity. This information might include details about the
profiler’s character or about his or her behaviour. It can also include
details about the character and conduct of the individuals who post
the comments and observers’ reactions to both. The profile maker does
not initiate or necessarily condone such postings. The prospect of being
evaluated according to the conduct of others indicates that, on social
network sites, we may be ‘judged by the company we keep’ (Walther
et al. 2008).

Third-party information is usually thought to be more dependable
than self-disclosed assertions. In the case of a Facebook profile, observa-
tions made by others may be more believable than those made by the
profiler. The information retained on a person’s profile site that is gener-
ated by friends becomes a significant measure of personality. Through
intersecting social networks, participants can track one another and
try to find out information about each other via mutual connections.
A US study found that one in six searchers goes online to seek infor-
mation about the relationship status of someone they know (Madden
and Smith 2010). It becomes a significant part of online dating rituals,
for example (see Chapter 7). The purpose of this practice is to reduce
any doubts a person might have about the character and trustworthi-
ness of potential or actual partners. To gauge the profilers’ character,
observers check a range of features displayed both intentionally and
unintentionally by the profiler (Vazire and Gosling 2004).

Walther et al. (2008) examined how contributions to a person’s own
online profile by other people affect observers’ impressions and eval-
uations of the profile maker. They conducted an intriguing original
experiment that involved mock-up Facebook profiles alternately featur-
ing attractive or unattractive features surrounding preset central profile
material. These variations affected observers’ impressions of credibility
and attractiveness, all without the target of these judgements hav-
ing changed. Walther et al. (2008) found that positive and favourable
comments made by friends about profile owners enhanced the pro-
file owner’s social appeal and credibility. Moreover, having photos of
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good-looking friends on one’s Facebook profile enhanced the physical
attractiveness of the profile owner. Yet, surprisingly, it was also found
that there is no advantage to be gained from looking better than one’s
friends.

The researchers further observed that the effect of negative statements
on a person’s profile depended on the sex of the profile owner, reflect-
ing wider gender-bound norms and sanctions (Walther et al. 2008). The
researchers found that respect or admiration was more likely to be con-
ferred on men involved in sexual or drunken encounters while women
were more likely to be denigrated for the same actions. This kind of
judgement is confirmed in a wide range of other research (see, for review,
Crawford and Popp 2003; Marks and Fraley 2006). Walther et al. (2008)
confirm that these responses reflect the sexual double standards that
influence social attitudes to men’s and women’s behaviour when people
are making judgements about character. These gendered codes, which
tend to endorse greater sexual freedom for men than for women, have a
significant influence on impression formation in general. The findings
draw attention to concerns about the potential of Facebook dynamics
to perpetuate double standards of sexual behaviour, reinforce gendered
and other social stereotypes and also encourage social practices that may
be harmful to groups such as college students (see, e.g., Haley 2006;
Walther et al. 2008).

The online self

Although symbolic interactionism assumes that the primary form of
interaction is face-to-face, the work of Mead (1934) and Goffman (1959)
casts light on the process of digital self-presentation. Symbolic interac-
tionism foregrounds the inherently interactive nature of online commu-
nication. For Mead and Goffman, the self is not viewed as a bounded,
fixed entity. It is a reflexive construction which is constantly being rene-
gotiated through interaction within the social world (Andersen 1997;
Holstein and Gubrium 2000). Mead’s concept of the ‘generalized other’
is addressed in the first section followed by an assessment of Goffman’s
notion of the self as a process of dramatic interaction in the second
section. These symbolic interactionist conceptions contribute to an
understanding of processes of online self-presentation.

The ‘digital other’

Mead (1934: 138–140) explains that, in terms of experience, the self
is inseparable from the ‘generalized other’. For Mead, the self is
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continuously constructed and reconstructed through interaction with
others. Our sense of self is composed within a relational process through
our interactions with other people and through more abstract ideas of
collectively endorsed social customs and values. Mead explains that the
self is made up of the ‘I’ and the ‘Me’. ‘I’ becomes ‘Me’ by internalising
the attitudes of others. The ‘me’ is consequently able to imagine how
a ‘generalised other’ would see its actions and to evaluate these in rela-
tion to the group’s norms (Mead 1934). In the case of self-presentation
on social network sites, the construction of the self through a personal
profile assumes a virtual ‘generalized other’ (Robinson 2007: 104).

The notion of the generalised other is explained by Mead by referring
to the differing characteristics of ‘play’ and ‘the game’. In play, a per-
son adopts the role of someone else. In the game, we must understand
the perspectives and attitudes of all other participants. This allows us
to understand other peoples’ standpoints and how the conventions or
rules of society work (Mead 1962[1934]: 154). These ‘generalized oth-
ers’, like ‘participants in the game’, can be described as a ‘community’
or network. Thus, a person’s subjectivity can be seen as the organised
response to the network or the ‘Me’. Individuals learn to adjust their
behaviour to the social context that they find themselves in by taking
into account the role of the other. In terms of norms and expecta-
tions, we present ourselves in differing ways according to social context
and whom we are communicating with. On social network sites, the
‘generalised other’ is an imagined yet potentially interactive audience
or network and may be experienced as an online personal community.
In this way, the online generalised other, which we can call the ‘digital
other’ complements the idea of the imagined audience employed by boyd
(2011). Given that this imagined online audience is inherently interac-
tive, Mead’s approach offers an important insight into the presentation
of the digital self as socially constructed through online interaction. This
is not a process confined to the construction of the offline self. Whether
online or offline, Mead’s other-oriented self is an inevitable product of
socialisation (Robinson 2007).

Holdsworth and Morgan (2007) draw on Mead’s notion of the gener-
alised other in their study of transcripts of interviews with young people
in the process of leaving home. They were struck by the frequency of
interviewees’ often subtle references to ‘others’ in their everyday con-
versational practices. Holdsworth and Morgan (2007: 403) argue that
‘the generalized other is a process by which people incorporate notions
of what others say, think and do into their judgements’. They identi-
fied three distinctive but intersecting levels of meanings associated with
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the generalised other which correspond with online contexts. The first
level of meaning is defined in terms of ‘generalizations about social pro-
cesses, influences or social currents’ (2007: 408). The expression ‘people
say’ is an example of a reference to issues outside the individual yet
which wielded some influence on their behaviour or views. In the case
of the presentation of the online self, this level corresponds with the
idea of the more generalised, imagined online audience of the kind that
boyd (2011) refers to. The second level represents more particular yet
still generalised ‘others’ such as friends, and this may correspond to
the Friends, acquaintances and weak online ties we adopt and network
with. The third level comprises identifiable, named ‘others’ who could
be described as ‘significant others’. These significant others may include
parents, sibling or influential friends, for example. This corresponds to
the closer, intimate online ties we form on network sites. Thus, these three
levels of referencing a ‘generalised other’ indicate how ideas of self and
personal identity are linked to the generalising process.

These distinctive levels of ‘others’ have the potential to exercise some
constraint on their thoughts or actions through broad standards of
comparison (Holdsworth and Morgan 2007). When referring to their
family obligations, actors frequently make use of ‘moral tales’ in order
to place themselves within some kind of moral order. In the same way,
social network sites position individuals in some kind of moral order
through a continuous self-monitoring. Interactions are continually eval-
uated, compared and reflected upon. As Mead explains, ‘other’ people
being compared with or referred to may not be entirely abstract but
may relate to a group or community with whom the individual has
some affinity – such as people in one’s neighbourhood, friends and
colleagues. There is likely to be some common ground and connec-
tion between the self and the network of others for these comparisons
to be meaningful. References to other people not only are sometimes
used to judge one’s own actions but also involve judgements of oth-
ers. As Holdsworth and Morgan (2007: 414) state, ‘Through identifying
who generalized others correspond to, we can gauge a sense of the var-
ied constituents of individuals’ communities’. The ‘generalized other’
is therefore relevant for an understanding of processes of comparison
and judgement. The generalised other – the ‘me’ part of the self –
evokes the idea of a reference group and therefore of some form
of generalised collectivity rather than specific individuals. By broadly
identifying who generalised others relate to, we can gain a sense of
the differing constituents of individuals’ networks (Holdsworth and
Morgan 2007).
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These categories of generalised ‘digital others’ are relevant for an
understanding of online self-presentation. However, while the same
techniques are used online to address multiple audiences, the notion
of generalised others can be more difficult to handle online. The pre-
sentation of an online self may entail heightened risks associated with
the speed and scale that information can go public via the features
of networked publics (boyd 2006, 2011): profiles, Friends lists, public
commenting tools and streambased updates (see Chapter 3). While the
online self is embedded in interaction, offline cue systems are rede-
fined in online settings (Robinson 2007). Importantly, then, since online
selves are connected to offline worlds, these online selves are involved in
modes of interactivity which are embedded in offline power relations –
with offline as well as online consequences. This ‘digital’ other is derived
from and embedded in offline contexts.

In a study of teenagers’ self-presentations and self-expressions online,
Livingstone (2008) draws on Mead to explain that ‘selves are con-
stituted through interaction with others and, for today’s teenagers,
self-actualization increasingly includes a careful negotiation between
the opportunities (for identity, intimacy, sociability) and risks (regard-
ing privacy, misunderstanding, abuse) afforded by internet-mediated
communication’ (Livingstone 2008: 407). Livingstone discovered that
strategies for presenting the self varied dramatically among teenagers.
For example, she describes one teenage girl’s profile as having ‘a big wel-
come in sparkly pink, with music, photos, a “love tester”, guestbook,
dedication pages, etc., all customized down to the scroll bars and cur-
sor with pink candy stripes, glitter, angels, flowers, butterflies, hearts
and more (because “you can just change it all the time [and so] you
can show different sides of yourself”)’ (Livingstone 2008: 399). A con-
trasting example was a boy who did not complete the basic Facebook
options of recording his politics, religion or even his network (‘I haven’t
bothered to write about myself’). Livingstone explains that most profiles
are designed in varying ways to provide ‘a way of expressing who you
are to other people’, as one teenage girl expressed it simply. However,
Livingstone also noted the concerns reflected by teenagers when talking
about the continuous revision of the self involved in social network site
personal profiles (Livingstone 2008: 403).

The performance of the self

Goffman builds on Mead’s approach by drawing on dramaturgy in his
expanded metaphor of the self (Lemert and Branaman 1997). Following
Mead, Goffman (1959) approaches the self as the process of dramatic
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interaction that produces multiple selves for multiple performances. For
Goffman the self draws on unwritten social rules to present a moral
self. A sense of belonging is partly accomplished by knowing these
unwritten rules and by being able to conduct oneself in an ‘acceptable’
manner before others (Fortier 2000). From Goffman’s perspective, the
network site user’s profile is constructed by the ‘I’ through the choice
of text, photos and formatting which are all selected to seek the other’s
presence, anticipate their response and consider their reaction. The con-
struction of profiles on more than one social network site to serve
differing selves and differing audiences reflects this process. Ljung and
Wahlfross (2008: 102) explain that a person is performing a certain face
of their identity on a website. The nature of the ‘face’ being performed
differs considerably according to the intended audience. One face may
be more work-related by being staged on a professional site such as
LinkedIn while another face may represent more social dimensions of
the self on a site such as Facebook. Through its various performances,
the self attempts to express a plausible identity that fits in with audi-
ence expectations and with the circumstances that frame the interaction
(Goffman 1959).

To participate effectively in society, the self is invited to cooper-
ate with other selves to stage interactions that form ‘front stage’ and
‘backstage’ (Goffman 1959). Front and back stage equate with private,
semi-public and public displays of online networked interaction. These
articulations and performances contribute to the construction of a self-
identity that meets the audience’s expectations and fits the meaning
of the situation or event. The performer relies on two types of com-
munication to create this persona: deliberate and often verbal signs
and gestures, and the signs and symbols communicated unconsciously
which are often non-verbal (Goffman 1959). Deliberate expressions
are viewed as ‘given’ and unconscious ones are ‘given off’ and often
unintended. Social network site users recurrently give off unintended
expressions not only through their Friend lists and Wall posts but also
through the genre and pose of their photos, their musical tastes and
the topics and tone of their written interactions. These cues are satu-
rated with traces of their social distinctions (see Bourdieu 1986). The
unplanned nature of unintended expressions means that the audience
is likely to interpret them as genuine. This notion of the self is a sym-
bolic interactionist self in the sense that the performer’s role cannot be
distinguished from the audience’s anticipated response.

Significantly, the interactive nature of social network sites can encour-
age the view that a profile is a valid and genuine persona, since
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audiences can add to and comment on a person’s profile. For Mead
(1934), this kind of interaction comprises and reflects the self. The
self has no essential characteristics as it does not exist outside of soci-
ety and interaction. To paraphrase Laura Robinson (2007) in her study
of the cyberself, once the ‘I’ sees the networked other’s reaction, this
reflexive composition produces the online, ‘networked me’. This online
self-ing is located in an interactive setting. It is a continuously fluctuat-
ing process since profiles can be regularly modified. They are modified
through a stream of communication that comprises action, reaction and
counter-action which generates the online ‘me’. The profile modifica-
tions become part of the self-ing process. With bodily cues unavailable
online, textual and visual signals are used to interpret the digital expres-
sions. Through these means, ‘the cyberself masters virtual cuing systems’
(Robinson 2007: 105).

Robinson (2007) identifies the differences between Goffman’s sym-
bolic interactionist approach and postmodern debates about online
identities which highlights the nature of today’s mediated interactiv-
ity. She argues that postmodern theories of self-ing dismiss symbolic
interactionism by referring to virtual environments and imagined spaces
that free the self from Median socialisation processes. Postmodern
theorists claim that virtual reality environments no longer comprise
other-oriented selves produced through socialisation. However, these
postmodern predictions were drawn from role playing in multi-user
domains (MUDs). From a postmodern perspective, immersing the self
in online worlds allows the emergence of an ephemeral and decentred
self that can create multiple online identities. For example, Turkle (1995)
found that keen MUD users created unconnected and multiple identi-
ties in several virtual settings beyond offline interactions. However, as
Robinson (2007: 99) argues, this multiphrenic self-ing and liberation
from the body is misleading: ‘Rather, the cyberself seeks re-embodiment
as a means of identity signalling and as a medium of interaction’. Cyber-
identities have to claim a gendered, raced and aged identity in simulated
bodies that often idealise real-world bodies.

Robinson contends that a basic problem of postmodern interpreta-
tions of cyberself-ing is the attempt to generalise from early studies of
MUDs. Although the accounts were thought to characterise identity in
cyberspace (Turkle 1995), they were derived from (MUDs) used by white,
college-educated, technically expert males. Robinson asserts that it is
important to bear in mind the recent dramatic expansion in Internet
user populations that superseded postmodern approaches and general-
isations. Maintaining largely personal and intimate networks on these
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sites depends on the generation and effective management of trust and
identity. As the authenticity of the user is validated through interac-
tion, the success of these technologies depends on trust between the
user and the site (Chen et al. 2011). In turn, this depends on the cre-
ation of a moral community that agrees to construct accurate and genuine
self-representations by participants.

Of course, some participants find elaborate ways of circumventing the
regulations that promote accurate profiles (Marwick 2005). However,
most social network site users are keen to present their own selves, and
in a positive light, rather than create wholly invented identities. As men-
tioned above, social network sites therefore differ considerably from
online role playing games in virtual worlds such as World of Warcraft
or Second Life. Nevertheless, research on Teen Second Life has shown
that teenagers tend to make friends with users who live nearby offline
which suggests that even invented online identities are interconnect-
ing with and reflecting offline life and expressions of identity (Foucault
et al. 2009). And Robinson reminds us that for most users the online self
is an extension of the offline masterself. She states, ‘In creating online
selves, users do not seek to transcend the most fundamental aspects of
their offline selves. Rather, users bring into being bodies, personas, and
personalities framed according to the same categories that exist in the
offline world’ (Robinson 2007: 94).

Goffman’s (1959: 35) concept of dramaturgy contributes to an under-
standing of online interaction as a performance continually adjusted
to respond to the communication. The choice of words and content of
postings become a performance of identity. The purpose of a performance
is to confirm the shared moral values of the community or network. The
language communicates ‘given’ and ‘given off’ expressions. Robinson
(2007) refers to the ‘cyberperformer’ who becomes conversant with the
shared values, linguistic markers and expressions of the community
(Donath 1999). These shared codes endorse the groups’ sense of shared
identity. Thus, from a symbolic interactionist perspective, the online self
on social network sites is unequivocally a socialised self, produced and
negotiated in much the same way as the offline self. The social network
site self is embedded in interaction like the offline self, in Mead’s sense.
Significantly, online settings uphold and enhance the dynamics of inter-
action that have been established offline. Thus, Mead’s concept of the
‘generalised other’ contributes to an understanding of the online net-
worked self. And, Goffman’s expanded metaphor of dramaturgy, with
expressions ‘given’ and ‘given off ’ remain significant for an analysis of
the online self.
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Publicising the personal

By mediating the self through symbolic interaction, online social media
such as social network sites can be seen as ideal tools for managing
‘personal communities’. Yet in terms of its potential, the technology
goes much further than this. It provides the affordances not only for
interacting but also for broadcasting the information and expressions
that emerge from these multiple interactions. By connecting people en
masse, it creates and sustains intersecting networked publics. With regard
to boyd’s (2011) concept of ‘networked publics’, addressed in the pre-
vious chapter, she emphasises the importance of the content of these
networked publics by comprising what she calls ‘bits’ of information
through texts, images videos and other media. These small, manageable
chunks of ‘bit’-based information require little effort to create, store and
distribute. They can be generated instantly and communicated speed-
ily through self-expressions and interactions between people. Through
ease of use, networked technologies create new affordances for amplify-
ing, recording and spreading information and social acts (boyd 2011).
These technological affordances can shape publics and how people
negotiate them. It is worth outlining these affordances since they
generate the opportunities, challenges and risks associated with self-
presentation and personal reputation management in an interactive
environment.

Four kinds of affordance emerge from the properties of content
according to boyd, which play a key role in configuring these net-
worked publics: persistence, replicability, scalability and searchability.
Persistence refers to the automatic recording and archiving of online
expressions; replicability refers to the potential for these bits to be dupli-
cated; scalability refers to the potential visibility of content in networked
publics; and searchability refers to the way content in networked publics
can be accessed through search. In terms of persistence, networked tech-
nology transforms recording into a common, everyday practice. As boyd
points out, tracking down and deleting content that has gone public
can be futile. The content is often exchanged across contexts beyond
the one in which it was created, thereby raising new concerns when
consumed outside its original context. Replicability allows these ‘bits’
of information – texts, images videos and other media – to be shared
across the networked publics and also to be altered in ways not always
easily recognised. Scalability is about the potential for high visibility
such as the ‘micro-celebrity’ (Senft 2008) of a niche group. However,
the potential of broadcasting content and creating publics is often not
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realised. Searchability refers to the way that these new technologies are
leaving traces, making it easier to locate people in networked publics.
Thus, the technological affordances that comprise networked publics
introduce new dynamics which participants have to contend with. The
attributes of social network sites can change social environments and
influence people and their behaviour. For boyd, these affordances com-
prise invisible audiences, collapsed contexts and the blurring of public and
private.

One of the risks associated with self-presentation on social network
sites is that not all audiences are visible when a person is contribut-
ing online and they are not necessarily co-present. People can lurk
undetected. Invisible audiences become a regular issue as part of the imag-
ined audiences. Knowing ones’ audience turns out to be vital, given
that potential employers and college recruiters scrutinise applicants’
profiles. Concerning collapsed contexts, the lack of spatial, social and
temporary boundaries makes it difficult to juggle and maintain dis-
tinct social contexts. Networked publics force people to contend with
colliding audiences. Unwanted audiences can appear, bypass or be dis-
ruptive. Audiences that were traditionally segmented come together as a
‘public’. Formerly distinctive social contexts often collide and generate
awkwardness. For example, employers track employees’ or prospec-
tive employees’ profiles; parents come across their children’s profiles,
often making children feel uncomfortable (see Chapters 5 and 6) and
individuals’ love lives are often tracked by ex-partners (see Chapter 7).

With regard to the blurring of public and private, boyd (2011) explains
that ‘public’ and ‘private’ become meaningless binaries as they get scaled
in new ways. Without control over context, they are difficult to main-
tain as distinct social realms. Networked publics bring the dynamics
and attributes of broadcast media to everyday people. Participants have
turned their social curiosity towards those who are part of these more
bounded networks (Solove 2007). Some scholars contend that privacy
is now dead and we should learn to cope with a more transparent
society (Garfinkel 2001). However, for boyd ‘privacy’ is in a state of
transition as people try to make sense of how to negotiate the struc-
tural transformations resulting from networked media. Moreover, there
are important issues concerning power relations in everyday life which
change as a result of social media and can often amplify the power rela-
tions beyond. Examples of the potential amplification of power abuse
may include surveillance and stalking which usually affect the vulner-
able and are often related to relations of gender, age, sexuality, race
and religions. They involve racism and sexism; the sexual exploitation
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of children and young adults and peer bullying. In these ways, net-
worked publics reproduce many of the social injustices that exist in
other kinds of publics: social inequalities, including social stratifica-
tion around race, gender, sexuality and age are reproduced online (boyd
2011; Chen and Wellman 2005; Hargittai 2008). As boyd puts it, ‘pri-
vacy’ potentially involves power and control while publicity potentially
involves risks. This technology complicates people’s ability to manage
access and visibility.

Affordances of networked publics reconfigure publics more gener-
ally. In the face of privacy complications, people use various strategies
to gain control. And the dynamics that emerge from these privacy
complications are often unforeseen. Thus, the changes brought about
by networked technologies are more pervasive than those of earlier
media precisely because the content and expressions feeding into net-
worked publics are persistent, replicable, have possibility of being scaled,
searched and therefore heightened. The asynchronous nature of social
network sites means that people can work around physical barriers
to interaction and can connect over vast distances. In other words,
‘publics’ are being radically redefined as are the dynamics generated by
them in relation to the construction of self online.

Managing personal boundaries

This sharing and exchanging of personal information and opinions in
a substantially public context has created profound challenges for the
management of personal boundaries. Like search engines, social net-
work sites perform a crucial role in creating personal reputations online.
As well as connecting with close friends, intimates and wider acquain-
tances, social network sites are often used for communication between
work colleagues and for making comments about their work environ-
ments and attitudes to work. Time-honoured divisions between public
and personal dimension of everyday life can be breached in a flash
through the blurring or blending of personal and formal, work-related
spheres. As Madden and Smith (2010: 6) state, ‘Personal information
has become a form of currency that is shared and exchanged in the
social marketplace today.’ In a 2008 study of the top 500 US colleges, it
was discovered that 10 per cent of admission offices checked on appli-
cants’ social network profiles. Thirty eight per cent found information
that impacted negatively on the applicants’ admission prospects (Kaplan
2008; and see Hechinger 2008). Once a college student was reportedly
accused of underage drinking when campus police found photos of the
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student holding a beer on Facebook (Lang 2009 cited in McLaughlin and
Vitak 2012).

Online adults are realising the need to be more cautious, with 44 per
cent of them having sought information about individuals in a pro-
fessional context (Madden and Smith 2010). More and more employers
are developing policies about how employees should present themselves
online, and businesses and professionals increasingly check one another
out. Among employed adults, 12 per cent claim the need to market
themselves online as part of their job. Individuals who are dating are
also highly likely to be searching for information about their prospective
partners. Equally, neighbours who are inquisitive about one another’s
lives are accessing details about one another. Even those individuals who
are protective about their own revelations are under pressure to remain
vigilant about detecting information that others may have posted about
them on social network profiles, Twitter, blogs and photo- and video-
sharing sites. Yet most people who search for information about others
online believe that it is unfair to judge people based on the information
they acquire online (Madden and Smith 2010).

A profusion of media reports reminds us that employers check blogs
and social network sites for personal information that might be relevant
in judging the suitability of job applicants. Daniel Bohnert and William
Ross (2010) undertook an experimental study of the ways that the con-
tent of social network site pages influenced others’ assessment of job
candidates. They asked 148 students to evaluate the suitability of imag-
inary candidates for an entry-level managerial job with some résumés
marginally qualified and some well qualified for the job. The printouts
reflected one of three orientations: an emphasis on drinking alcohol, a
family orientation or a professional orientation. Participants in a con-
trol group received no web page information. Applicants with either a
family-oriented or a professional-oriented page were regarded as more
suitable for the job and more diligent than applicants with alcohol-
oriented pages. These were more likely to be interviewed and if hired,
they were also likely to be offered significantly higher starting salaries.

Dramatic examples of public–private boundary breaches are often
reported in the news. For instance, a teenage employee in England was
reportedly dismissed in 2009 because she wrote that her job was ‘totally
boring’ on her Facebook status (‘Facebook Remark Teenager Is Fired,’
BBC News 20091). In response to this incident, TUC General Secretary
Brendan Barber was quoted as saying that employers needed ‘thicker
skins’ in relation to social network websites. He also stated: ‘Most
employers wouldn’t dream of following their staff down the pub to
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see if they were sounding off about work to their friends.’2 Another
work-related incident involved the sacking of an employee in 2011.
This example highlights the infringement of what were once seemingly
clear-cut boundaries between public and private domains. The worker
involved criticised his employing company on Facebook. The employee
worked in a retail store owned by the American computer giant, Apple.
The incident was reported in the press with the headline ‘Apple fires
employee over iPhone Facebook rants.’3 However, an employment tri-
bunal ruled that Apple was right to dismiss the worker who criticised his
iPhone and job in a series of Facebook posts. Commenting on one par-
ticular app, the employee apparently said, on his Facebook page: ‘F∗∗∗ed
up my time zone for the third time in a week and woke me up at 3am?
JOY!!’. He also poked fun at one of the company’s taglines on iTunes.
The tribunal panel acknowledged that Apple had a clear social media
policy that banned unfavourable comments about the brand because
the ‘image is so central to its success’. The panel stated that ‘We take
into account their position that the Facebook posts were not truly pri-
vate and could in fact have been forwarded very easily with the claimant
having no control over this process.’4 This case, together with a grow-
ing number of reports documenting commercial and government data
breaches, exemplifies the struggles individuals and organisations expe-
rience in controlling the ways that ‘public’ and ‘private’ dimensions of
life are being reconfigured by social media use.

A further case, thought to be the first of its kind in the United King-
dom in 2010, is that of a 16-year-old worker who was informed through
Facebook by her line manager that she had been sacked. The headline
‘Café girl becomes first in UK to be sacked on Facebook’ was followed by
the message she had been sent via Facebook:

hiya Chelsea its Elaine from work. Sorry to send u a message like this
but bin tryin to ring u but gettin no joy. I had to tell the owner bout
u losin that tenner coz obviously the till was down at the end of day.
She wasn’t very pleased at all and despite me trying to persuade her
otherwise she said I have to let u go. I’m really sorry. If u call in in
the week with your uniform i’ll sort your wages out. Once again I’m
really sorry but it’s out of my hands. Elaine xx.

The sacked teenager’s mother stated, in response:

I’m absolutely fuming, it’s disgusting. To sack a young worker via
Facebook is appalling and heartless – and the way it was written was
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dreadful. I just can’t believe they didn’t even have the decency to tell
her over the phone, let alone in person. And to have the message
all mis-spelt with capital letters and apostrophes missing is simply
disrespectful and sets no example to other employees.

The implication, regarding the medium of the message and the spelling,
is that a personal and social medium is being used inappropriately for
a public, formal purpose. Thus, social network sites are being viewed
by some as a social and private leisure context for personal display
while others – particularly employers – treat them as a highly public
domain that has the potential to damage an organisations’ reputation.
These examples draw attention to the extensive influence of large cor-
porations in curbing the expression of personal views, as in the case
of Apple, and the moral imperatives associated with mediated relation-
ships in a polymedia environment (see Chapter 9). Given the pressures
of public surveillance, it is not surprising that the vast possibilities for
self-expression are often replaced by carefully controlled impressions
of self, often structured around class affiliation (Papacharissi 2009) and
cultures of taste (Liu 2007).

The choices made by users of social network sites about publicising
their identities and how they use information that others impart about
themselves can, then, have enormous consequences for personal rep-
utations. Given the uncertain consequences of breaching traditional
boundaries between the personal and the public, and the precarious
demarcation of these borders, it is not surprising that most users of
social media carefully monitor their digital footprints. In the United
States, Madden and Smith (2010) undertook a comprehensive study
of users’ choices in displaying and managing online identities. Rep-
utation monitoring increases as users become more familiar with the
mechanism of online reputation management. Within a longitudinal
frame, they found a number of emerging trends. Nearly two-thirds of
adults now restrict access to their online profiles (Madden and Smith
2010). Over half of adult Internet users (57 per cent) used a search
engine to look up their name to check the information publicly acces-
sible about them in 2009 compared to 47 per cent in 2006. The high
level of usage including features such as News Feed makes it particu-
larly difficult for the young to opt out of the social network site rat
race. As Tufekci puts it, ‘If anything, it’s identity-constraining now. . .

You can’t play with your identity if your audience is always checking up
on you’ (Tufekci 2008).5
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Conclusions

This chapter demonstrates the relevance of Mead and Goffman’s ideas
for an understanding of the nature of self-presentation on social
network sites. Highlighting the importance of the relational, symbolic
interactionism constructs a model of self as inherently interactive and
socially embedded. Following Mead, we can say that the process of
self-presentation on social network sites is the result of the collective
construction of the online ‘I’ and ‘me’ with the generalised digital
‘other’. Highly coded cultural conventions and specific technological
affordances may govern these online conventions alongside social and
personal preferences, as the following chapters explain. Drawing on
the work of Holdsworth and Morgan (2007), three levels of referencing
the generalised, ‘digital other’ can be identified: a generalised imagined
audience; more particular Friends and weak ties of acquaintanceship and
‘significant others’ comprising intimate ties of close friends and family.

When ‘cyberspace’ emerged in the early 1990s, it was venerated as a
forum where people could reinvent their identities to become someone
completely new. In the context of virtual worlds, such as the persis-
tent worlds of massively multiplayer online video games, this has been
achievable through the invention of online characters. But in con-
temporary social media contexts such as social network sites, online
personas are not the norm. The overall design aims of social network
sites are to ensure connections between profiles that reflect offline iden-
tities. Users of sites are likely to imagine rather abstract categories of
audiences. This is because the ease with which individuals’ profiles can
be tracked and scrutinised constrains much identity construction, given
the potential surveillance by employers and others in authority. The
symbolic interactionist framework advances our understanding of the
process of online self-presentation because the online self is constructed
and negotiated in the same interactive way as the offline self.

Two sets of issues concerning online identities emerge from this
chapter, first relating to privacy and control and second concerning choice
and agency. First, several problems are thrown up by the challenges of
privacy and self-presentation online. While the opportunities afforded
by networked publics reconfigure publics more generally (boyd 2011),
there are unexpected side-effects associated with constant self-disclosure
through invisible audiences, collapsed contexts and the blurring of
public and private. As boyd states, the dynamics that emerge from
these privacy complications are often unforeseen. These outcomes also
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raise questions about perceptions of who ‘owns’ the comments that
appear on a person’s Facebook Wall: whether the owner, friends or
both. This issue may become more important as these websites become
increasingly interactive and participatory. Matters about authorship and
control are growing more complex and ambiguous. These issues are of
rising significance in the context of impression formation and man-
agement given that impressions are dependent on the perceptibility
of independence or collusion in the creation of peoples’ profiles. The
self-management of mediated identities is becoming more and more
complicated. The Facebook ‘News Feed’ element that updates users on
their ‘friend’s’ activities, views and moods contributes to this complex-
ity. A conscientious balancing act is involved in negotiating intricate,
multidimensional relationships. In this way a social network site pro-
file becomes an evolving and fluctuating site of social interaction that
reveals the various forces of networked publics.

Regarding the second issue about choice and agency, the accounts
of impression and reputation management in this chapter not only
confirm the symbolic interactionist constitution of the online self,
with adults and teenagers negotiating ‘Friends’ to stage their identi-
ties (Livingstone 2008) but they also uncover wider questions about
how people present themselves and gain a sense of control in these
networked publics. Affirmative values of choice and agency coincide
with positive visions of a new kind of sociality. They correspond
with the characteristics of social network sites through their techni-
cal affordances of persistence, replicability, scalability and searchability.
This personalised yet public medium of communication evokes pow-
erful notions of personal autonomy and also of self-improvement and
self-regulation. The public presentation of personal associations on
social network sites has come to represent an individual’s social identity
and status (Donath and boyd 2004). In these circumstances, friendship
is being reconfigured as a symbol of status.

As well as offering choices, these networks require careful manage-
ment and promotion of the self within potentially precarious, risky
public contexts. This technology exhibits features which reflect neo-
liberal ideologies and the thesis of individualism advanced by social
theorists such as Giddens (addressed in Chapter 2 on theory intimacy).
These resonances generate a critical tension. On the one hand, social
network sites can be viewed as liberating acts of empowerment and as
a mediator of new flexible modes of sociability. The interactive qualities
of the medium offer multiple opportunities to express identities online
and form wide networks, evoking the idea of a new and better kind
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of ‘self’ and better kind of network ‘community’. On the other hand,
the affordances of this personalised technology can be interpreted as
exemplars of governmentality and self-regulation.

Social network sites have become prime sites of self-management and
self-regulation. Neo-liberalism expresses a mode of governmentality that
operates across a range of social spheres and constructs individuals as the
entrepreneurs of their own lives (Rose 1999). The emphasis on individ-
ualism highlights the idea that the individual is constantly subjected to
pressures and constraints from beyond the self. Individuals are expected
to work on their self-presentations and mould their conduct and iden-
tities according to socially acceptable standards while always presenting
their actions as freely chosen. In this respect, social network sites are set-
tings for the exploration of the continual enterprise of self-improvement
(Rose 1999: 4). In this context, the unmediated subject is a fractured
subject who is made whole again through new media. It is an iden-
tity that needs to be constantly reinvented to keep up with the times
and achieve personal and professional success. The affordances of social
network sites fit neatly into these preoccupations of late modernity in
which the subject is constantly updating itself.

Notwithstanding the pressures of self-regulation involved in the con-
struction of the mediated self, adolescents are forging creative ways
of dealing with these affordances. As the following chapter suggests,
teenagers are developing various strategies for managing the social com-
plexities of social network site environments (boyd 2008). Teens are
likely to be more prepared to tolerate or welcome networked publics
because many are coming of age during a time and in circumstances
when networked opportunities are embedded in and accepted as part of
everyday life. The following chapter addresses the multifaceted ways in
which young people use social media to mediate their intimacies and
wider social networks.



5
Social Media and Teenage
Friendships

Introduction

After Facebook expanded its membership in September 2006 to anyone
aged 13 and older, the majority who joined the site were defined as
‘young profiles’, including teenagers, students and young adult pro-
fessionals (Lenhart et al. 2010). These so-called young ‘digital natives’
have been contrasted with older ‘digital immigrants’: older people who
have learned to use the technologies as adults. However, this empha-
sis on ‘natives’ and the idea of having been ‘born digital’ naturalises
young people’s link to new media (Thorne 2009; see Palfrey and Gasser
2008). Nevertheless, 14- to 19-year-olds continue to dominate among
users of social media, and the evidence suggests that they are using the
technology intensively to foster and enhance friendship and intimacy
online.

This chapter examines the role played by technology in enhanc-
ing and also disrupting social bonds between young people. In their
pioneering collection of ethnographic studies of young people’s emerg-
ing media practices, Mizuko Ito and colleagues (2010) have identi-
fied a number of important themes that shape young people’s digital
worlds. The authors found that youth participation with new media
is motivated by friendships and shared interests. I draw on these rich
ethnographic accounts, other key studies and group discussions I held
with a small cohort of white middle- and working-class A-level students
aged 17–18 in North East England. The chapter considers online social
conventions, the management of friendships and peer group alliances,
the social ranking of Friends and ‘social drama’ generated by teenagers
about online chat, gossip and intrigues. The chapter also refers to survey
findings from Europe and the United States. Several American studies of

82
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young people’s engagement with social network sites have focused on
MySpace as well as Facebook. However, MySpace changed its focus in
2010 from its original site content to entertainment content by target-
ing music, films, television and games, promoting bands and emerging
trends in popular culture, all aimed at a young membership. Most
research findings based on MySpace use cited in this chapter refer to
the period before these changes took place.

The explosion in sites such as Facebook, MySpace and Bebo has been
widely regarded as an exciting opportunity for youth. However, pub-
lic anxieties have been generated by the apparent lack of privacy and
teenagers’ narcissistic fascination with self-display in their use of social
network sites (Livingstone 2008). Social network sites have been blamed
for causing teenage addictions to social media and for isolating ado-
lescents from both their peers and their family. As such, new digital
technology has become a major site of struggle – involving parents,
teachers, the media and the state – about how young people’s use
of digital technologies should be regulated (Thorne 2009). Reviews of
teenagers’ engagement with social media are divided between those
who regard youth as exploited and controlled by new technologies (see
Schor 2004) and those who reserve judgement and highlight young
people’s creative and analytic skills (Buckingham 2000; Ito et al. 2010;
Livingstone 2008). Issues such as privacy, online opportunities and risk
in relation to youth intimacies are examined. As young people are
viewed as particularly vulnerable to online bullying, the risks associated
with online bullying are addressed. Parental concerns and control of
youth online practices are significant issues in debates about mediated
teenage friendships and intimacy which are discussed in the following
chapter on home, family and new media.

Mediated teenage social worlds

Complementing the findings of ethnographic studies, large-scale sur-
veys in the United States and Europe confirm that digital media use
is now embedded in the daily lives of adolescents. Teenagers are more
likely than adults to visit a social network profile persistently with 48 per
cent visiting their profile at least once a day, according to a survey
by the Pew Internet and American Life Project (Lenhart 2009). A fur-
ther 32 per cent of teens visit their profiles weekly, and 20 per cent
visit less often. Similar results were found in the recent EU Kids Online
Survey (Livingstone et al. 2011) which was conducted in 25 countries
and involved over 25,000 children aged 9–16 and their parents. The
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results demonstrate that young people are high, regular users of social
media with 93 per cent of young users going online at least weekly and
60 per cent of them logging on everyday day or almost everyday. The
survey also found that children are going online at a very young age.
In Denmark and Sweden, the average age of first Internet use is seven
and in many Northern European countries the average age is eight.
Across all EU countries, a third of 9- to 10-year-olds who use the Internet
go online daily and this increases to 80 per cent of 15- to 16-year-olds.
Interestingly, young people not only continue to be more likely to log
on at home (87 per cent) but they also engage with social media at
school (63 per cent). The diversification of Internet access is also exem-
plified by the finding that 33 per cent of young people use mobile or
hand-held devices (Livingstone et al. 2011).

Social media are embedded in young people’s extracurricular, cultural
and leisure activities. Digital communication may be a major feature of
today’s escalating global culture, yet for adolescents this technology is
experienced as much more local mediated communication. Social net-
work site engagement tends to involve co-present relationships within
peer groups, confirming the spatial embeddedness of online social ties
for teenagers. Importantly, these new modes of sociality remain firmly
part of and derived from traditional spatial contexts of family and
school. The wider social context of mediated friendships among youth
provides important clues about how they use new media technologies.
Theorists such as Giddens (1991, 1992) and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim
(1995) maintain that youth embody the late modern emphasis on
choice and diversity in intimate relationships (see Chapter 3). This trend
of individualisation corresponds with the expanded educational and
occupational prospects for young people from the late twentieth century
onwards.

Individualisation coincides with the emergence of ‘young adulthood’
as a new distinct life phase in which adolescence shares characteristics
with adulthood through increased agency and personal autonomy. The
paradigm of childhood studies of the 1990s advanced the idea of child-
hood as a life phase shaped by children’s own agency (see James and
Prout 1997; James et al. 1998). These changes in the lives of youth cor-
respond with the growing significance assigned to friendship in people’s
lives (Roseneil and Budgeon 2004; Spencer and Pahl 2006). Social media
technologies are providing a vital cultural framework for young peo-
ple through which one can explore the sense of choice and diversity in
relationships. The increasing technological affordances of digital media
have changed young people’s transition to adulthood.
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The rise of personalised digital communication in the early twenty-
first century has meant that, for the first time, young people can
interact almost exclusively with one another. Associations between ado-
lescents have taken priority over intergenerational familial ties. This
forms part of the move towards ‘selective sociality’ (Matsuda 2005) in
which teenagers can act on personal choices about whom to associate
with. This emphasis on agency and selectivity corresponds with Spencer
and Pahl’s notion of ‘personal communities’ (see Chapter 3) in which
voluntary, freely chosen ties are privileged over ties of duty while simul-
taneously fostering solidarities within individuals’ micro-social worlds.
Conversely, although youth have cultivated a distinct generational iden-
tity, the phase of financial dependence on parents has lengthened
through extended education (France 2007; Livingstone 2009b). Con-
temporary patterns of youth sociability are, then, both distinct from
yet also reliant on adult social worlds. With limited social power or
economic resources, peer status among teenagers becomes paramount
(Buckingham 2006; Ito et al. 2010; Livingstone 2009b).

The range of studies about teenagers’ use of social media by Ito and
colleagues (2010) confirms that the social relations developed in the
school environment are the most significant in defining young peo-
ple’s peers and friendships. The researchers conducted 23 case studies
that documented the views and experiences of digital and networked
media use among young people across the United States ranging in age
from 12 to 18. The authors confirm that social media is providing a vital
platform for adolescents and even younger children on which they can
stage their status negotiations in and beyond school. Today’s person-
alised communication tools allow youth to challenge the school system
of adults controlling young peoples’ object of attention: adolescents can
select whom they listen to and whom they address, even in a classroom
where they can now easily text one another. Thus, peer groups at school
and related contexts remain paramount in the formation of friendships
online and offline.

Similarly, in her extensive research on teenagers’ use of MySpace,
danah boyd (2007) observed that when using the Internet in the adult-
controlled and private context of home, they are creating the public
digital spaces that she refers to as ‘networked publics’ (see Chapters 3
and 4). These networked publics are vital contexts for negotiating teen
identities, gaining status and forming intimacies away from adult atten-
tion. Within youth-mediated social relations, adults tend to play a
secondary rather than a central, participating role. Rather than being
addressed as participants of equal status, adults are often consigned to
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the role of financing and supervising youth media practices. Indeed,
teenagers’ engagement with social media is part of a longer history of
intergenerational tensions over parental authority, youth culture and
peer relations fostered at school (boyd 2010a: 82; Livingstone 2009b;
Postman 1982; Thorne 2009).

Digital media technologies have, then, presented children and
teenagers with a focused yet pervasive ‘private sphere’ in which they
can communicate mainly with age-related friends and wider contacts
beyond the scrutiny of parents or teachers. Yet these technologies throw
up enormous challenges about the negotiation of privacy in a public
context. As indicated in the preceding chapters, ‘network public cul-
ture’ refers to the way that personal culture has now spilled over into
public culture (boyd 2007, 2010a). Many teenagers have entered this
networked public culture through social network sites such as Facebook,
Bebo and MySpace (boyd 2010a). The personal and public dimensions of
culture permeate one another through the extensive reach of sites with
their easy links to fashion, celebrity and sport cultures. The affordances
of persistence, searchability, replicability and invisible audiences affect
the ways in which youth interact with one another. In this networked
public culture, personal culture is now being conducted under a pub-
lic gaze that can be scrutinising and judgemental as well as convivial
and reciprocal. Thus, while these technologies offer a feeling of privacy,
seemingly beyond adult surveillance, the public nature of this network
culture throws up risks. Today, young people find that they are actu-
ally negotiating their friendships in a very public arena, often under the
watchful eyes of their peers and parents.

Youth networks

Within today’s polymedia environment, teenagers sustain multiple
channels of communication with intimates by using three main tech-
nologies: mobile phones, instant messaging (IM) and social network
sites (Pasco 2010: 121). Mobile phones enable adolescents to use pri-
vate channels of communication, to maintain contact and monitor one
another. IM technologies are used to sustain continual casual contact
with intimates. However, email is diminishing in popularity among the
young. Like Gershon’s (2010) university student respondents, the group
of school students I spoke with in North East England said they rarely
use email and some have never used the medium. Email is perceived
as a highly formal way of communicating and equated with letter writ-
ing. Some admitted they simply don’t know how to write an email, in
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terms of style. For this group, email communication lacks the sense of
casualness, playfulness and spontaneity sought from social media. Social
network sites such as Facebook are, on the other hand, highly popular.
They afford a networked public of broad peer groups.

Site profiles constitute major contexts for representations of inti-
macy. Textual and visual symbolism is used to publicly display the level
of seriousness or superficiality of particular relationships. Facebook is
prominent, mainly as a result of its News Feed feature which broad-
casts information about participants’ personal lives to a wide network
of people. As Gershon (2010: 77) states, ‘people can know about friends’
love lives even though they haven’t spoken to that friend in months’.
One student, ‘Yi-Lun’, expressed her dislike for Facebook because, as she
said, it ‘defines my relationships’ (Gershon 2010: 64). The privacy issue
is also illustrated by another example from Gershon about the prob-
lems of texts and blogs getting in the wrong hands: Rose’s boyfriend
may think the texts he is sending are secret, but Rose admits to show-
ing extracts to her friends, especially when seeking relationship advice.
Similarly, when Frank discovered his parents were avid readers of his
blog, he said it was like their ‘finding condoms in his wallet’ (Gershon
2010: 166).

Teenagers’ online connections usually correspond with offline asso-
ciations but digital sites also offer young people the tools to transcend
traditional and institutional barriers in forming romantic associations.
When used together in a polymediated framework, these communica-
tion technologies enable teenagers to engage in regular and continu-
ous exchanges with each other, described by Ito and Okabe as ‘tele-
cocooning in the full-time intimate community’ (Ito and Okabe 2005:
137). This polymediated cocooning evokes the sense of being enveloped
and immersed in a bubble of peer group intimacy. For example, boyd
quotes an 18-year-old interviewee from Colorado who emphasised the
significance of new media for the daily lives of young people: ‘If you’re
not on MySpace, you don’t exist’ (boyd 2010a: 80).

Social media performs a vital role in maintaining contact between
young people at times and in situations when face-to-face contact is
restricted. Teenagers gather in networked public spaces in the same
way as they have gathered in shopping malls and on the streets (boyd
2007). In this way, social media is providing tools that enable youth
to expand social exchanges beyond physical boundaries. This mediated
interaction projects features of communication explained by symbolic
interactionism (see Chapter 4). Young people establish their relations,
construct their status and generate a social ‘me’, an identity in the sense
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described by Mead (1934). This type of mediated interaction has become
all the more significant for young people who find themselves under
increasing surveillance in public spaces, often being moved away from
streets, parks, shopping precincts and libraries (Buckingham 2000). Net-
worked publics either replace or supplement the street as a crucial site
for socialising with friends (boyd 2007). Yet many of the main motives
for interactions remain the same. For most youth, the main practices are
motivated by friendship with an emphasis on participation described by
the Ito team as ‘hanging out’ (Ito et al. 2010).

Four types of everyday peer negotiations associated with social net-
work sites are identified by boyd: making friends; performing friend-
ships; articulating friendship hierarchies and rankings and navigating
issues of status, attention and drama (boyd 2010a). The social interac-
tions occurring at school spill over and extend into social media con-
texts and then extend back to offline spaces. As a consequence, online
and offline friendship-driven practices cannot be treated as separate
worlds (boyd 2010a). Knowing the codes for the relevant settings and
performing the necessary shifts in public and private personas mark the
acceptable social citizen from the anti-social ‘others’ (Goffman 1959).
A shared understanding of friendship and romance is being constructed
through social network sites by uploading images, videos, comments,
sayings, words of encouragement, inspirational quotes and images taken
from websites such as Photobucket on their profiles (Martinez 2010:
85–88). For example, one MySpace user explained that she participated
in ‘MySpace parties’, consisting of sleepovers with friends involving
dressing up, dancing, impersonating celebrities and taking photos of
each other to be uploaded on to their MySpace pages (Horst 2010:
92–93). Events such as proms, graduation parties and graduation cer-
emonies are also recorded on Facebook and MySpace so that spaces of
networked public culture become major chronicles of the initiation and
coming-of-age processes for teenagers.

Young people are using texts and images from established website col-
lections of images indicating that youth’s friendship maintenance typi-
cally occurs within a dominant discourse of love and friendship which
is regularly represented and circulated among friends. Some teenagers
collect images and texts in Photobucket albums which are drawn on to
post on bulletins to indicate the significance of friendship and romance.
For example, ‘I want to love somebody like you’, ‘I want to be your
favourite hello and your hardest goodbye’, ‘Texting is love’, ‘Cell phone
love’, ‘My cell phone is love’, ‘Best friends’ (Martinez 2010: 87). The
images and words tend to be conventional, conforming to traditional
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gender roles. Yet some move beyond conventional and consumerist rep-
resentations of teenage intimacies, for example, by exploring gay and
lesbian websites (see Gray 2009). As rituals of heterosexuality may be
highly structured, gay teenagers may prefer to explore the Internet for
like-minded networks.

Choosing and managing Friends

Although Facebook and MySpace are usually depicted as sites for initi-
ating new connections, teenagers emphasise the opposite that IM and
social network sites are mainly used for socialising with people they
already know from school, religious centres, summer camps and other
leisure and sports activities. Like adults, adolescents are grounding their
online relationships in offline contexts. Survey findings of US teenager
online activities confirm that most use social media to socialise with
people they already know or are already loosely connected with (boyd
2010a: 89; Lenhart and Madden 2007; Subrahmanyam and Greenfield
2008). This appears to be a transnational trend among youth. Studies
of patterns of Internet use by Singaporean youth show that they tend
not to use the Internet for replacing existing relationships. Instead, they
use it to expand their groups of friends and to sustain existing friend-
ships (Waipeng Lee and Brenda Chan 2003). Likewise, a survey of Israeli
teenagers suggests that those who do develop friendships online tend to
develop less homogenous connections than teenagers who build con-
nections with existing friends and acquaintances (Mesch and Talmud
2007a). While the social contexts of schools have a strong influence
on the ways that teenagers select friends, these institutions tend to
segregate young people by age, social class, gender, religion, ethnicity
and race. This segregation can foster relatively homogenous friendship
groups with similar aged people who share interests, identities and ideals
(Ito et al. 2010).

The design and organisation of the social network sites guide young
people towards publicly recording and displaying their personal con-
nections. The public presentation of Friend lists influences the processes
and performance of friendship in everyday life, online and offline.
Through public endorsements of personal connections, this public shar-
ing of personal associations signifies identity and status (Donath and
boyd 2004). Choice of Friends functions as a symbol of a person’s self-
representation on the site as well as part of the regulation of access
control to certain features (e.g., commenting) and content (e.g., blog
posts). Teenagers are intentionally using listed ‘Friends’ to express their
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identities (Livingstone 2008). The need for approval to list one another’s
names is an important stage of friendship processing on most sites. Since
the term ‘Friend’ is used to signify all categories of associations includ-
ing members of family as well as conventional peer group friends, this
selection process can create anxieties for teenagers. So they draw on a
wide range of strategies to select and manage associations as their online
Friends. In addition to including their friends and some wider peers,
they may exclude people they know intimately. They may be reluc-
tant to display intimates such as parents or siblings on a public site.
Conversely, they may accept requests from contemporaries that they
know of but are not intimate with, in order to avoid offence. Friends of
friends are encouraged by the social network sites to consent to peers’
requests to keep the channels of communication open (boyd 2010a;
Pascoe 2010).

Most sites persuade users to add Friends who are not intimates, but
privacy features can block people who are not listed as friends from
accessing profiles. Many teenagers are using this and other privacy
features. For example, the EU Kids Online survey found that among
European children aged 9–16, 43 per cent of social network site users
maintain private profiles so that only their friends can see it, and 28 per
cent report that their profile is partially private so that friends of friends
and networks can see it. Yet, significantly, 26 per cent report that their
profile is public so that anyone can see it (Livingstone et al. 2011). Early
users of MySpace adopted broadly convivial conventions by receiving
anyone as Friends. However, online social customs soon altered with
most teenagers now declining these requests as routine practice, thereby
reflecting offline customs. Those who are more receptive to strangers in
their Friends lists are often criticised for trying ‘to seem more popular
to themselves’ (boyd 2010a: 96) and treating sites such as MySpace as
a popularity contest by adding strangers. For example, Mark, a white
15-year-old from Seattle, complained that,

[t]here’s all these people that judge [MySpace] as a popularity contest
and just go around adding anyone that they barely even know just so
they can have like, you know, 500,000 friends just because it’s cool.
I think that’s stupid, personally.

(quoted in boyd 2010a: 96)

Some teenagers do use network sites to foster links with complete
strangers. Thirty per cent of Internet users aged between 9 and 16 have
communicated with a person they have not met face-to-face according
to the EU Kinds Online findings (Livingstone et al. 2011). However, it is
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atypical for young people to meet the new contacts offline. Only 9 per
cent had met an online contact offline in the past year. Yet a US survey
found that as many as 43 per cent of teenagers with a social network
site profile reported being contacted by a person who had no prior link
to themselves or their friends (Lenhart and Madden 2007). Teenagers
who tend to be excluded or bullied by peers often take the chance to
network outside their school contexts. Moreover, those with distinctive
leisure activities or unusual, specialised or ‘geeky’ interests that may not
be catered for in school often develop online friendships through shared
pursuits (boyd 2010a).

Similarly, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) teenagers
can often feel marginalised at school and may discover valuable
social media connections with other LGBT youth (Gray 2009). Many,
particularly in small rural communities, learn to be cautious about
whom they reveal information to. In these ways, social media seem
to offer young people opportunities to manage their sense of emo-
tional risk. However, adolescents who search for communities that
share intimacies in common such as gay youth may be more suscep-
tible to unwelcome approaches from strangers. Although social media
offer prospects of developing virtual communities with gay youth, it
exposes them to risk. Some teenagers who participate on chat room
websites or on MSN Messenger in search of like-minded communities
may find themselves on non-age graded sites which can be a shock
(Pascoe 2010).

Thus, a significant minority of teenagers is developing new online
associations through social network sites, but this occurs in a culture
of disapproval. This practice is condemned by most teenagers. Class-
mates tend to view teenagers that meet new people online as peculiar or
‘freaky’ (boyd 2010: 91). This activity is seen as a failure to make friends
at school and also perceived to be risky. Evidence suggests that a moral
panic has emerged around ‘stranger danger’ online, reflecting the gen-
eral concerns young people have in initiating contact with strangers in
unmediated public spaces (Levine 2002; Valentine 2004). School assem-
blies routinely address issues of online dangers with an emphasis on
sexual predators. Although public fears about online ‘predators’ do not
match the extent and realities of risky online behaviour, when they
occur they can be serious and are often widely reported in the press
(Livingstone et al. 2011). These concerns fuel parental inclinations to
restrict young people’s online behaviour (boyd 2010a; Livingstone et al.
2011; Wolak et al. 2008).

Nevertheless, the accumulation of ‘mass Friends’ which involves con-
necting with strangers can be quite tempting to teenagers if it enhances
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their status. Young people may accumulate Friends for amusement or
rivalry rather than for the sake of developing valued friendships. The
practice of collecting attractive women as Friends is so widespread
among boys that profiles of attractive women are being provided by
spammers to entice men. Adolescents regularly send Friend requests to
bands and celebrities and value the connection as a fan and the intermit-
tent comments from them. Such connections serve as a public display of
taste and identity, forming an important dimension of self -presentation
(Donath and boyd 2004; Goffman 1959; see Chapter 4).

Young people may also use the Friending category to establish net-
works not based on intimacy and friendship but on specific connections
and relationships such as religion, sexuality, nationality or ethnic iden-
tity. Although some go on to develop personal relationships through
these networks, this is unusual. Connecting to these virtual networks
can offer individual opportunities to participate in a networked public
of people that share identities (boyd 2010a). Some add to their Friends
list people they are attracted to in the hopes that a connection might
develop into a more intimate bond. Yet this custom is often contentious.
However, there is little social reprisal in rejecting Friend requests from
strangers. Teenagers worry more about rejecting individuals that they
already know. To avoid the tensions in relationships that can be gener-
ated by this practice, young people often accept friend requests from
recognised peers including friends, acquaintances and classmates no
matter what the quality of the relationship.

When teenagers meet new people ‘offline’, they often check over their
network site profiles to learn more about the person’s tastes, style and
social connection. This helps them to judge compatibility levels and
provide useful conversation material in the same way that adults do.
The ritual of Friending friends of friends and other casual acquaintances
can lead to consequential face-to-face interaction when young people
see one another at school or some social event. In these ways, the
custom of Friending can provide the foundations for a future friend-
ship or romance. Importantly, then, these kinds of requests to accept
acquaintances as Friends are perceived as prospective friendships, with
the potential to transform acquaintances into friends. This relates to
Haythornthwaite’s notion of ‘latent ties’ (Chapter 1). Communication
technologies open up new channels of connection between persons
who would not normally communicate in other circumstances. These
‘latent ties’ are defined as connections that are ‘technically possible but
not yet activated socially’ (Haythornthwaite 2005: 137). The concept
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of latent ties helps differentiate between various Friending customs on
social network sites.

The affordances of social network sites give teenagers the opportu-
nity to develop a new relationship relatively fast by upgrading it to
the rank or intensity of friendship or romance. However, several Friend
requests from casual acquaintances fail to progress with no further con-
tact involved. This can create confusion about the status of a Friend
request. Two people may be Facebook friends yet not talk to one another
at school (boyd 2010a). While most teenagers are uncomfortable about
deleting people from their Friends lists, some regard Facebook as an
effective way to manage friendships in a manner which can be diffi-
cult to convey at school. The practice of Facebook Defriending can be
precarious, given the lack of consensus about rules of discarding for-
mer Friends. In a study by Gershon (2010) on teen-mediated break-ups,
she cites an example where one girl noticed she had more than 700
Friends on Facebook and decided to Defriend nearly all except 56 as a
way of removing ‘clutter’ from her Newsfeed. By contrast, another girl
who stated that she would never Defriend anyone noticed she had been
Defriended. She believed the former friend had a vendetta against her.

The socially unacceptable nature of deleting a ‘Friend’ that one knows
is underlined by the fact that malicious deletions often take place after
an argument or break-up. This can lead to social embarrassment if indi-
viduals mistakenly delete people they know. Although deleting known
individuals from a Friends list can be construed as spiteful, changing an
open profile to a closed profile and deleting strangers is seen as normal.
Deleting and adding Friends allows teenagers to control access to their
profiles and take control of the consequences of their decisions. Given
that adolescents tend to link up online with peer groups that they inter-
act with offline, their Friend list choices online impact directly on their
everyday, face-to-face connections (boyd 2010a).

Friendship ranking and mediated social drama

Ethnographic studies of teenage girls’ friendships in the United King-
dom have confirmed the importance and closeness of young people’s
friendships (Griffiths 1995; Hey 1997). Sharing, trust, loyalty and keep-
ing secrets mark the closeness of these friendships. Girls often describe
their friendships with other girls as ‘the most important thing’ in their
lives. Vivienne Griffiths’ (1995) analysis of quarrels between girls sug-
gests that they are often a sign of closeness and intense emotions
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rather than a sign of shallow friendships as popular stereotypes imply.
Griffiths reveals the continuity of relationships and emphasises the ways
in which teenagers resist friendship break-ups. Traditionally, friendship
connections have been displayed through a variety of symbols and gifts,
particularly among pre-teenage girls. These practices decline as children
get older but social network sites provide important new ways of con-
tinuing public declarations of friendship and of extending it to boys as
well as girls.

In online contexts, young users of social network sites can avoid
offence by categorising all their contacts as ‘Friends’. However, on some
sites such as MySpace, an extra feature called ‘Top Friends’ which used
to be called ‘Top 8’ makes it more complicated by compelling users to
declare their most intimate friends or so-called ‘bestest friends’. This
category was intended to give users the opportunity to exhibit close
friendships. However, it generates the kind of controversy that can
be avoided on straightforward Friend connections. It confirms young
peoples’ need for acceptance and affirmation. The Top Friends feature
encourages young people to create a friendship hierarchy or friendship
ranking by listing up to 24 names on a grid and ordering them from
first to last. This generates all sorts of drama as expressed by Anindita,
an Indian 17-year-old from Los Angeles:

People will be like, “Why am I number two? You’re number one on
my page.” I was like, “Well, I can’t make everyone number two. That’s
impossible.” Especially with boyfriends and girlfriends, get in a fight
like, “Why is she before me? I’m your girlfriend. I should be higher
than her.” I’m just like, “Okay.” I don’t really think it’s a big deal,
the top thing. If you’re friends, you shouldn’t lose your friendship
over that”.

(quoted in boyd 2010a: 101)

Many teenagers view the Top Friends feature as proof of the qual-
ity of their friendships. It becomes a very public demonstration of
teenagers’ social standing. Not surprisingly, many teenagers find the
social dynamic surrounding Top Friends irritating or distressing. It can
undermine confidence and many become obsessed with the process
since it forms a key topic of conversation among friends. Sharing is
important in the mediation of Top Friends, with teenagers expecting
friends named in their top list to reciprocate. The anxieties involved
have parallels in offline contexts such as choosing invitations to par-
ties. An example given by boyd is from Jordan, a biracial Mexican-white
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15-year-old from Austin, Texas, who was quoted as saying: ‘Oh, it’s so
stressful because if you’re in someone else’s [Top Friends] then you feel
bad if they’re not in yours.’ Nadine, a white 16-year-old from New Jersey,
described this on her MySpace: ‘Well, today it’s the MySpace Top 8. It’s
the new dangling carrot for gaining superficial acceptance. Taking some-
one off your Top 8 is your new passive-aggressive power play when
someone pisses you off’ (quoted in boyd 2010a: 102).

Pushing friendship ranking into a public domain makes the practice
of ‘Top Friending’ significant, even though it can be altered. Young peo-
ple can find themselves pressured or intimidated to select, delete or
replace individuals as a ‘Top Friend’. Teenagers tend to place the person
they are dating first, and then order names down from there accord-
ing to level of intimacy. It is also common practice for some teenagers
to place family members first, in the Top 8, either to circumvent ten-
sions with friends or because they regard their family members as close
friends. To avert potential arguments, some teenagers avoid using the
Top Friends feature entirely or, instead, list musical bands or family
members. This mediated positioning of friends is an abstracted prac-
tice that leads to tensions and controversies because direct and blunt
ranking practices are uncommon in offline interactions. Moreover, ado-
lescents’ friendships may fluctuate according to circumstances such as
social context: in school, sports teams, leisure and home life. The oscilla-
tions and intricacies of everyday life friendships and interactions cannot
be reflected accurately on social network site friendship hierarchies such
as Top Friends, yet these rankings tend to fix them in an abstracted man-
ner, having offline effects. Through site design, the ranking of Friends
renders explicit a practice which usually remains implicit (boyd 2010a:
103–104).

Online friendship rankings such as MySpace and Facebook encour-
age a hyper-friendship experience among adolescents by amplifying the
kinds of cliques, popularity ratings and fluctuations in friendships that
occur in offline worlds. ‘Social drama’ is a term used by Ito et al. (2010)
to describe the ways that social network sites generate gossip, intrigues
and falling outs. Rumours can be spread through gossip, and bullying
can take place as part of these social dramas with social media changing
the speed, scope and scale of the relations. In my own discussions with
A-level students in North East England, a male student mentioned that
‘you might sometimes find out that someone held some event, social
event like a party and realise you weren’t invited’. The group agreed
that this was the kind of knowledge that was often hurtful yet would
rarely have been an issue in a pre-social media age, since ‘ignorance is
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bliss’. They were also mystified at the way certain individuals generate a
cult following as youth cultural gurus on microblogging platforms such
as Tumblr. Adolescents use social network sites to display or reshape
identities, create narratives about social connections and generate or
allay anxieties about reputation and esteem. In these ways, the pub-
lic networked quality of social media plays a vital role in cultivating
teenagers’ status and exposing the social struggles and dramas associated
with these performances.

Teenagers have to manage personal details in a public sphere and
deal with new thresholds and notions of ‘privacy’ within their intimate
relations (Livingstone 2008). In this respect, social media appear contra-
dictory: they create new opportunities for group privacy yet at the same
time can undermine personal privacy. The affordances of social media
can change the level of visibility of everyday ‘social dramas’ occurring
in school and other favoured teenage settings. Thus, as boyd (2010a)
argues, social media forms a major catalyst in teen drama with the tech-
nologies making gossip easier to circulate, to go viral. She provides a rich
example. Elena, a 16-year-old girl from Armenia who was adopted by a
Mormon family in suburban northern California, explained:

And the thing on a lot of MySpace is it brings a lot of drama. A lot of
drama. Because it’s like, oh, well, “Jessica said something about you.”
“Oh, really?” “Yeah, we heard it from this girl, Alicia.” So then you
click on Jessica and talk about comments that Alicia did and then
you go from Alicia to her friends. It’s this whole going around. And
then I’m like, “I was on Alicia’s email last night and she’s saying this
about you.” It just gets really out of control, I think.

(quoted in boyd 2010a: 106)

Friends and comments on people’s pages are regarded by many
teenagers as symbols of friendliness and mutual support. Others also
regard them as markers of social worth, believing that having a sub-
stantial range of Friends and comments is proof that they are popular
and not marginalised from their peers. A small number of adolescents
may use network sites to experiment with their identities to gain self-
confidence yet teenagers’ online identities tend to be shaped, guided
and regulated by the public network of peers who regularly ‘check each
other out’. Young people can gain information about one another online
with ease, so they regularly listen in or ‘eavesdrop’ on their peers and
update themselves on gossip and lives of peers. Ito et al. (2010) refer
to ambient virtual co-presence to describe this new form of awareness of
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each others’ lives. This ambient awareness can be described as a distracted
form of information gathering about other’s personal lives, until some
detail pops up about one’s ex-partner or about someone who is disliked
or envied.

The ‘News Feed’ design feature on Facebook presents updates of the
activities undertaken by users’ Friends on the site. It intensifies ambient
awareness as a dimension of the everyday routines of teenage socialisa-
tion. Activities publicised include events such as when two individuals
decide to start dating or they break up, when a person places a comment
on someone’s Wall or uploads new photos. This tool is optional but is
viewed as almost compulsory. Most teenagers use it to keep informed
about interesting gossip or sensational details and to monitor who is
communicating to whom. At one and the same time, the social drama
generated by News Feed forms part of the expression and regulation of
teenage sociality and sexuality. As teenagers themselves are aware, the
downside of the News Feed feature is that ‘everybody knows your busi-
ness’ and some even think this viral nature is ‘creepy’ and similar to
‘stalking’ (boyd 2010a: 106–107). This tool magnifies the public nature
of social network site activity, allowing gossip to go viral at breakneck
speed. However, in interviews with teenagers, Ito et al. (2010) found
that most rumours proliferate through the more private routes of IM
and text messaging. Teenagers can not only communicate with several
people at the same time through IM but they can also copy and paste
exchanges to distribute information. Text messaging can trigger gossip
chains by forwarding messages. Even though these channels are deemed
more ‘private’, information can become ‘public’ through sharing.

Bullying online

The affordances of social network sites offer many opportunities to
offend and intimidate. Computers and mobile phones extend the range
of traditional types of bullying. The public and enduring nature of medi-
ated information and its proliferating potential may generate rumours
through adolescent gossip and intensify arguments and disputes over
status. However, certain studies conclude that Internet-related bully-
ing is not a common experience among teenagers (Wolak, Mitchell,
and Finkelhor (2007). Some scholars argue that Internet-related bully-
ing differs in nature from harassment in school (Ybarra et al. 2007).
Others have found that young people develop effective strategies to deal
with web harassment when confronted by it (Livingstone et al. 2011).
Nevertheless, so-called cyberbullying remains a serious issue which has
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gained extensive media coverage and prompted widespread parental
anxieties.

A 15-year-old teenager driven to suicide in July 2011 by online bul-
lies was reported widely in the British press.1 An inquest confirmed that
her name continued to be vilified after her death. It was established that
Natasha MacBryde threw herself under a train because she was a victim
of Internet ‘trolls’ who posted a picture of her on a tribute site under the
banner ‘I caught the train to heaven LOL’. The term ‘Internet troll’ refers
to a person who posts an intentionally insulting, controversial or irrev-
erent message to a newsgroup or in discussion forums in order to cause
offence.2 A video called ‘Tasha the Tank Engine’ was also removed from
YouTube. It was stated that Natasha was bullied by a mixed sex group of
ten children who called themselves ‘The Ten’. She had received a threat-
ening message through the network site called Formspring a few days
before she died. It read ‘Youre a f∗∗∗ing slut hiding under all your make-
up. You think you’re pretty and that all the guys like you. Start acting
nice to people or you will lose everyone.’ Natasha had Googled ‘the easi-
est way to jump in front of a train’ and ‘suicide methods’ an hour before
her death on February 12.3 A further tragedy was widely reported in the
press after Lady Gaga sang a tribute to 14-year-old Jamey Rodemeyer
from Buffalo, New York, who apparently killed himself after sending her
a thank-you message on Twitter.4 He had suffered from homophobic
online bullying for more than a year and wrote a blog about the difficul-
ties he experienced at school. Among the anonymous posting was one
that said ‘JAMIE IS STUPID, GAY, FAT AND UGLY. HE MUST DIE!’.

Parental anxieties have also been triggered by a number of polls on
Internet bullying and ‘sexting’ which is the term used to refer to the
sharing of nude photos or videos and other images of a sexual nature.
For example, an Associated Press-MTV poll in 2011 drawn from online
interviews with 1,355 people aged 14 to 24 nationwide found that more
than half of young Americans have experienced taunting, sexting or
bullying on social network sites.5 The survey was part of an MTV cam-
paign called ‘A Thin Line’ aimed at preventing the spread of digital
abuse.6 A third of young people in the AP-MTV survey said that they
had participated in ‘sexting’. Despite the risks, sexting is not regarded as
a particularly serious issue among many young people. However, half
of those who have posted naked photos felt coerced into it, includ-
ing nearly two-thirds of young women. The AP – MTV poll found that
among those young people who were in a relationship, 40 per cent said
that their partners had used computers or mobile phones to abuse or
manipulate them.
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The EU Kids Online survey discovered that bullying online, involv-
ing the receipt of malicious or spiteful messages, is the most upsetting
risk for European children and teenagers even though it is compar-
atively infrequent. Among European children who have experienced
online bullying, they are more likely to have been bullied on a social
network site or by IM than by email, in gaming sites or in chatrooms
(Livingstone et al. 2011). The researchers found fewer experiences of
online bullying across Europe than the above American surveys: 6 per
cent of 9- to 16-year-olds have been sent malicious or upsetting mes-
sages online, and 3 per cent admitted sending such messages to others.
Over half of European children and adolescents who were sent bully-
ing messages were moderately or very upset. However, the study also
found that more bullying takes place offline than online. Online bul-
lying remains difficult to define, despite a wide range of research. This
indicates that it is difficult to identify how online bullying differs from
other types of bullying. Some incidents are one-offs and others are part
of repeated harassment or bullying. Teenagers themselves are unsure
about what constitutes cyberbullying (Ito et al. 2010). Many acknowl-
edge that they are unsure whether rumours could be labelled as bullying.
The key issue seems to be that when bullying moves online, the techno-
logical and social affordances comprising invisible audiences, collapsed
contexts and the blurring of public and private (boyd 2011) allow the
bullying to escalate in terms of scale, publicity and anguish caused.

Suicides by teenagers that have been associated with online bully-
ing have generated widespread concern in many countries. In response,
cyberbullying is being taken seriously by governments who are search-
ing for policy solutions. In March 2011, the US President, Barack Obama,
gathered together students, parents and specialists at the White House
to address the problem of ‘cyberbullying’.7 In the United Kingdom, the
Education Department supports an annual conference to guide schools
in tacking the issue. New research on cyberbullying highlights the role
of parents in prevention. A number of bodies have been set up to
address the problem including, for example in the United Kingdom, the
AntiBullying Alliance and in the United States, Stop Cyberbullying Before
it Starts,8 a national Crime Prevention Council publication.

Conclusions

As emphasised throughout this book, mediated ‘friendship’ is being
shaped by rules that overlap with yet are distinct from conventional and
earlier everyday senses of friendship. However, the distinctive features
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and qualities of this mediated friendship are being experienced much
more acutely by young people. Through the ritual of displaying, select-
ing and also ranking lists of personal connections to everyone who
has access to the profile, social media are transforming the meanings
and performance of friendship for teenagers. Most see peer networks as
the foundation for their identity formation and associations. Through
gossip, flirting, teasing and ‘hanging around’, social network sites have
become a normal part of adolescent life. They enhance teenagers’ peer
networks by providing young people with the digital tools to be more
in tune with and more informed about the lives and interests of their
friends and peers. They exchange ideas, share photos, music and other
interests and also emotions. These network sites are therefore central to
the practices of developing, performing and strengthening friendships
and status. However, the public and networked characteristics of online
communication shape these everyday practices in new ways. They can
both strengthen and break social connections (see Chapter 7).

Thus, social media mirrors or approximates many offline activities
that were routine for young people before the age of the Internet. Yet it is
also altering the dynamics involved in these social practices. Teenagers
clearly use social media to cultivate new friendships, but they tend to
cultivate them through existing links, through acquaintances or friends
of friends. Teens who search for new friends through social network
sites are a minority. Developing online connections is discredited and
influenced by adult fears of ‘stranger danger’ and the strong youth cus-
toms that focus on school-oriented sociability. However, some teens seek
social approval which is lacking locally. This is exemplified by a new
kind of friendship ranking that emerges through social network site
engagement which generates a new hyper-friendship among the young.

Four sets of issues become apparent within changing meanings and
practices of friendship among youth which involve ethical dimensions.
First, young people are developing complex skills geared to networked
publics about how to articulate and mediate friendships and how to
handle mediated drama. Teenagers are realising that new media liter-
acy is central to their participation in society (Livingstone 2008). In this
sense, youth can be viewed as polymedia vanguards: a social group which
has had to develop technical and media skills to participate in a range
of social media as a fundamental way of managing its relationships. The
growing importance of social media means that learning how to admin-
ister and cope with networked sociability becomes a vital competence
for future college and professional lives where social media skills are
deemed necessary.
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A second issue relates to the amplified risks and opportunities in pre-
senting the self and socialising. The processes of marking out lists of
online Friends make social status and friendship much more explicit and
more public for teenagers. Peer negotiation is made more visible and is
configured in new ways leading to peer regulation of sociability. Fea-
tures such as the News Feed exemplify the tendency for youth networks
to involve continuous, rolling communication. In these ways, social
media are facilitating young peoples’ communicative autonomy. Yet
by expressing intimacies online, adolescents find themselves exposed
to more intensive public monitoring. Teenagers can now display new
dimensions of their identities and, at the same time, can have their
self-presentations publicly reinterpreted or wrecked by others (boyd
2010a).

A third theme is that, within these wider social and technological
changes, young people are collaboratively developing new rules. The
circumstances during which codes of behaviour associated with social
media use are scrutinised are when intimate relationships end. This
issue is addressed in Chapter 7 on dating and breaking up. At the level
of interpersonal relations, all young people now have to make ethical
decisions all the time about how they use social media. Being the most
intense users of social media, young people are compelled to develop an
awareness of social behaviour related to these technologies.

A fourth issue is that these new media affordances may be leading to
changes in young peoples’ relationships with the institutions of fam-
ily and school. Young people are developing a distinct sense of group
identity derived from social media. Yet at the same time, these person-
alised technologies seem to be amplifying the long-term trend of social
and cultural segregation from the adult world. By taking priority over
familial ties, social bonds between young people are developing on new
terms. Although family and school continue to have a strong influence
on the organisation of social media by youth, social media use is lead-
ing to a relative separation of parents and teachers from these youth
worlds. Social media intensify adolescents’ immersion in peer-based sta-
tus communications and provide them with the tools to negotiate their
identities in a setting that is increasingly independent from parents. The
issue of child–parent relations is taken up in the following chapter, by
looking at how social media correspond with the changing nature of
family and home life.



6
Home, Families and New Media

Introduction

Families, households and personal lives are becoming not only increas-
ingly diverse in their forms and practices but also more dispersed
through geographical and social mobility. These trends correspond with
dramatic changes in the ways that family members communicate with
one another through the use of new media (Bengston 2001). Enhanced
communication technologies installed in the home and the growing
uses of digital technologies have transformed the relationship between
homes and the outside world and between individuals who have moved
away from their families and home. Factors that influence the adop-
tion and sustained use of communication technologies in the home
also impact the cultural and moral values of families and personal lives
(Little et al. 2009; Madianou and Miller 2012). Recent research findings
have identified some of the beneficial features of new media in foster-
ing and enhancing social and emotional interactions within families,
households and personal lives.

The domestic context and the relationships between parents, siblings
and extended kin play important roles in structuring individual access
to social media and types of use. Even though Internet access is branch-
ing out from the home via handheld mobile devices, the domestic
environment remains the most likely location of Internet use among
children and adolescents, with 87 per cent accessing social digital media
from home (Livingstone et al. 2011). To a great extent, the home
defines the nature of digital media engagement by setting parameters
for technologies of personal communication.

This chapter addresses three interrelated themes that underscore the
changing nature of the household and families in relation to social
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media. First, the presence and positioning of media devices in the home
and family negotiations of technology use are examined. Second, family
dynamics are focused on to assess how children negotiate privacy, par-
ticularly in relation to parental surveillance of children’s home-based
media use. This includes a discussion of family identities and social
media use. A range of issues are highlighted which relate to the influence
of parental values and discourses on home-based media cultures. Differ-
ences between fathers and mothers in their attitudes and approaches
to children’s media use are considered. The gap between children’s and
parents’ understanding and skills in using social media becomes appar-
ent. This influences how social media is used to develop and sustain
family identities. Third, the uses of social media to mediate familial
intimacies among transnational families separated through migration
are examined.

The family, home and technologies of communication

Our relationship to domestic space has changed significantly with the
arrival of digital media in the sense that the home is being transformed
into a key site of multimedia culture (Livingstone 2002). However,
modes of engagement with home-based communication technologies
are affected by new patterns of migration and a global economic down-
turn. These trends combine to disturb past traditional meanings of
home. Traditional ideas about home in relation to community and
‘public’ space have been destabilised by the symbolic boundaries being
placed around the household as a privatised space (Morley 2000).
As examples of this trend, the global economic recession is prompt-
ing low-income households either to withdraw into the home for their
leisure or to leave their homes in search of employment in other regions
of the world.

Ideas of home ‘privatisation’ gained currency in Western societies
from the post-World War II period decade of the 1950s (Williams 1974)
with the domestic instatement of television followed by music systems,
home movie systems and then digital media technologies. While the
growth in home-centeredness did not necessarily occur at the expense
of wider patterns of sociability (Allan and Crow 1991), the idea of domes-
tic privatisation has been a powerful one in the public imagination
(Morley 2008). Perceptions of ‘the home’ have been shaped by a sense
of its physical closure and apparent separation from an ‘outside’ world.
This potent conception of domestic privacy has accelerated and also
been complicated recently in relation to ideas about how digital media
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is domesticated. On the one hand, the home is imagined as a space
that we escape from with the aid of mobile media gadgets (Spigel 2001).
On the other hand, the home is perceived as a venue crammed with
more and more media equipment for us to escape into for a rich home-
centred leisure. Although fewer visitors cross the threshold compared
to past centuries, virtual tours of our homes are becoming common-
place. Broadbent (2011) explains that the home may give the impression
of being more privatised, yet the house is now rendered more perme-
able to the outside world through digital communications. By means of
webcam, Skype, instant messaging (IM), photo and video tours of home
on property sale websites, people are regularly opening a digital door to
their homes for the outside world to look in, into what is nevertheless
conceived of as a profoundly ‘intimate space’.

These home-centred digital communication systems are not just facil-
itating direct conversation with people beyond the home but also
opening a view on the home-as-backdrop. As Broadbent observes, social
media such as webcams are immersive modes of communication in the
sense that ‘You can access the room from each other, we can move,
see what the other does, and sometimes even have dinner together at
a distance’.1 Skype, for example, is used to communicate the physical,
home-centred context in which conversations occur: the spaces around
the face-to-face dialogues. While communicating, family members and
partners are showing each other significant domestic contexts, objects
and emotionally relevant mementos via webcam. Thus, the attributes
of synchronicity (discussed in Chapters 1 and 2) facilitate highly inti-
mate communication with a small, intimate network of people. And,
significantly, this mediated intimacy is signified visually as a physically
grounded domestic space rather than a virtual space. These tendencies
indicate that social media are now playing a fundamental role in sustain-
ing and reinforcing the domestic sphere as an intimate sphere which,
nonetheless, is being thrust beyond the threshold into a public network.

Decreasing economic resources are crucial in defining the mediated
domestic context of ‘home’. The reduction in the costs and accessibility
of interpersonal technologies coincides with a transnational rise in the
cost of living (Madianou and Miller 2012). Broadbent (2011) points out
that those who engage in the most intense digitalised communication
are often attempting to overcome social difficulties, including house-
holds on low incomes, fragmented and ‘transnational’ families, and
citizens with restricted residence permits unable to leave their country.
When it is too expensive or problematic to visit one another, an open
Skype window linked to family members is a technological solution for
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geographically fragmented families. This means that the ways people
now interact with one another through technology allow the ‘home’
to be imagined on many different levels. For migrants, technology can
bring back the home they left.2 This highlights the contested nature of
‘home’. Traditional meanings of ‘home’ are being reconceived by the
entrance of Skype and other social media in its domain in ways that
evoke the former domestication of television technology (see Chambers
2011a; Spigel 2001; Williams 1974).

Home-based social media and family dynamics

Debates about the domestication of information communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) from the 1990s have advanced our understanding of the
ways that media technologies such as radio and television have been
integrated into home and family lives (see Berker et al. 2006; Miller and
Slater 2000; Silverstone and Hirsch 1992). Spatial and domestic layout
of new media gadgets in the home are major determinants of the type
and extent of media use by children and adults. It is also a reminder
that personal computers and other new media devices have a mate-
riality (Livingstone 2009b; Miller 2008, 2011). Although social media
is increasingly being accessed through mobile devices, young people
access most social media and video gaming from their homes. These
activities are now largely embedded in family life within the home.
The family forms a key context in which children’s and adolescents’
informal media engagement are shaped and experienced. Constraints
in using computer-based media include not only the cost of hardware,
Internet connections and levels of media literacy but also the presence
and location of the equipment in the home.

In the 1990s, Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992) identified the
problems associated with regulating and maintaining family activity
boundaries posed by the presence of media gadgets in the home. They
found that major decisions are made by parents about what media to
allow in the household and what kind of content is accessed. Parental
values and cultural discourses about home-based media have a sub-
stantial influence on the ways that mediated intimacy is articulated
and practiced, particularly by young children. This influence dimin-
ishes as children become teenagers and more self-directed in mediating
their friendships (Chapter 5). Parental values and discourses are affected
by social class, changing parenting styles and commercial imperatives.
These factors coincide with and respond to children’s media cultures
in the negotiation of social media engagement by family members
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(Ito et al. 2010; Seiter 1993). Parent–child relationships and ideas of
home are being reconfigured by children’s growing agency and media
literacy (Bovill and Livingstone 2001; Livingstone 2004). With an
emphasis on childhood agency, parenting is now viewed as a negoti-
ation between parents and children. ‘Reflexive parenting’ (Alters 2004)
in American families has led to new dynamics in parenting strategies
(Lareau 2003). Companionship rather than authoritarian approaches to
child socialisation is accentuated (Jamieson 1987, 1998).

If new media devices are placed in children’s bedrooms, children usu-
ally take control of the equipment and restrict access to others in the
household (Holloway and Valentine 2003; Livingstone 2002). Many par-
ents therefore regulate children’s use by placing media devices in public
spaces, such as hallways, kitchens and lounges, to allow parents to mon-
itor the use of the equipment (Livingstone 2002). This can often be a
losing battle for parents since the bedroom has become a major space
for adolescents in their use of new media, with portable new media
devices becoming more affordable and easier to situate in small spaces.
For example, the European Union (EU) Kids Online survey found that
4 per cent of children in Europe aged 9–16 use Internet in their bed-
rooms (Livingstone et al. 2011). Nowadays bedrooms are more likely to
be centrally heated, comfortable and are often treated as personal spaces
which allow adolescents to gain a sense of control over their media
world through privacy beyond parental surveillance (Ito et al. 2010;
Livingstone 2009a; Livingstone and Bovill 2001). So if media equipment
is installed in the bedroom, children are likely to spend time away from
the public spaces in the home and away from the rest of their family.
Better-off parents set shared rooms aside for playing games, homework
and socialising (Aarsand and Aronsson 2009). Parents worry that bed-
rooms then become the focal point of children’s activities in the home
(Livingstone and Bovill 2001). However, many young people do not
experience their bedrooms as private spaces since parents may enter and
leave as they please, with little respect for the personal privacy of their
children (Horst 2010a).

Likewise, a sense of invasion of personal space is often felt by adoles-
cents when they have to share a computer with younger siblings. Many
young people in a study by Heather Horst (2010a: 157) complained
that their siblings went online and pretended to be them by accessing
their accounts or using the shared computer to talk to their siblings’
friends through social network sites or IM. Young people regularly report
that their attempts to gain a sense of privacy and control over their
peer-based online communication remain a continuing struggle.
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Child–parent negotiations and family identities

Many parents feel pressured to restrict and control their children’s use
of new media as part of a cultivation of their overall family identity or
family reputation (Hoover et al. 2004). In today’s domestic media envi-
ronments, parents take their role as guardians and regulators of their
children’s use of social media seriously and regard their influence as
crucial (Ulicsak and Cranmer 2010). Parents’ purchase of new media
devices is often motivated by the educational ambitions and desires
that they have for their children. Digital hardware and software are
bought by parents to enhance children’s educational training and are
often regarded as an investment in their child’s future by enhancing
their educational and job prospects (Buckingham 2007; Haddon 2004;
Ito et al. 2010; Livingstone 2002; Seiter 2008). New media are also used
by parents as incentives to encourage children to perform well in their
school work and homework. Children’s educational accomplishments
are often rewarded by parental purchases of new or upgraded digi-
tal media devices as gifts. However, most parents are quite ambivalent
about new media’s growing significance in the lives of adolescents. Their
main fears concern the roles they should play as guardians in shaping
their children’s engagement with digital media and how this may affect
their children’s future lives and well-being (Livingstone 2009a).

Parents have to negotiate their way through the waves of media-
generated moral panic (Critcher 2008) around digital media content
and children’s use. In addition to media anxieties about cyberbullying,
stories are regularly reported in the news about social media causing
children to become aggressive, unsociable, lazy or distracted. Adult
anxieties about the mass media having a corrupting effect on chil-
dren have a long history which dates back to the nineteenth century.
Films and television sparked panic in earlier periods followed by cur-
rent concerns about video gaming, mobile phones and social network
sites (Buckingham 2000; Starker 1989; Thorne 2009). Parents and teach-
ers are concerned that child access to media content encourages social
contacts beyond the control of parents and teachers, thereby challeng-
ing the idea of protected childhood and conventional modes of learning
(Thorne 2009). Access to ‘adult’ content during childhood through tele-
vision or social media is often thought to undermine childhood as a
condition and is viewed as particularly threatening when this content
penetrates domestic space.

Parents worry about the time children and adolescents spend online
and the possible isolation and alienation they might experience by
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being ‘addicted’ to gaming or social network sites. They are also con-
cerned that children will be exploited by aggressive commercial tar-
geting, and by sexually explicit material and violence on the Internet
(Alters and Clark 2004; Cassell and Cramer 2007; Clark 2004). For
example, in the ‘Teaching and Learning with Multimedia’ study, it was
found that parents are concerned about child predators gaining access
to children through sites such as MySpace (Horst 2010a). Some par-
ents experience a loss of control or believe their children have become
too dependent on their new media devices and content. Others are
concerned about the vast amounts of time their offspring spend com-
municating with friends through IM, on social network sites or mobile
phones (Livingstone 2009a).

However, parents are surprisingly ill-informed about their children’s
experiences of risk activities associated with social media (see, for exam-
ple, Ofcom 2009; Ulicsak and Cranmer 2010). The most common risks
reported by children are about communicating with new people that
they have not met face-to-face, the receipt of sexual messages or of
cyberbullying (see Chapter 5). Among those children who have expe-
rienced one of these risks, parents are often not aware of this. While the
occurrence of such risks involves a minority of children, levels of under-
estimation among parents are considerable. Among parents whose child
had seen sexual images online, 40 per cent were unaware of this. And of
those parents whose child had received malicious or upsetting messages
online, 56 per cent said that their child had not. Of those parents whose
child had received sexual messages, 52 per cent said that their child had
not and of those whose child had met with an online contact, 61 per
cent said their child had not (Livingstone et al. 2011).

Although they have differing levels of skill in using the equipment,
parents indicate that they are eager to find the time to spend with
their children through the use of new media. However, the use of this
new equipment takes place in a context that can amplify gendered
stereotypes about new media technologies, as Horst states:

The gendered dimensions of spending time together with media –
from a kids’ perspective, mothers are often described by kids as ‘clue-
less’ or ‘hopeless’ outside the domain of communication technologies
and fathers as being the ones who play or tinker with technology
alongside their kids – suggest that new media continue to contribute
to the production and reproduction of class and gender inequities in
American society.

(Horst 2010a: 171)
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The EU Kids Online study found that most parents mediate their chil-
dren’s use of social media, with most discussing appropriate Internet use
with their children (70 per cent) and remaining nearby while the child is
online (58 per cent). However, according to their children, 13 per cent
of parents do not engage in any kind of mediation (Livingstone et al.
2011). Parents and children believed that parental mediation was ben-
eficial particularly for younger children aged 9–12. This indicates that
social media is becoming an important site for family bonding and inti-
macy as well as frustration and discord. Over half of the parents address
the kinds of issues online that might concern the child and over a third
have assisted their child when a problem arose. It was also found that
as many as 85 per cent of parents curb children’s display of personal
information. Half of parents monitor their child’s Internet use after they
have logged off, and this was the least acceptable strategy for children
who preferred positive guidance or the construction of transparent rules
(Livingstone et al. 2011).

The EU study found that technical safety tools are not used a great
deal by parents, with as few as 28 per cent of parents blocking or filter-
ing websites. However, it also found that most parents (85 per cent) are
positive about their role and believe that they can assist their child if
they encounter problems that concern them online. Likewise, parents
are generally confident in their children’s ability to deal with problems
online that might bother them (79 per cent). Most parents (73 per cent)
are positive that it is unlikely that their child will come upon something
that may trouble them in the next six months. Most children receive
their advice about safety online from parents (63 per cent), then teach-
ers (58 per cent), then peers (44 per cent). Also, other relatives beyond
the immediate family are viewed to be as important as peers in offering
advice and support to children on Internet safety. Importantly, then,
the home and family are a major forum for the development of chil-
dren’s Internet etiquette. However, for older teenagers and children from
lower socioeconomic homes, advice and help from teachers become
important.

Digital media is valued for its potential to bring families together, as
addressed below, yet it is also seen as capable of disrupting children’s
school and family life. Parents try to deal with the potentially disruptive
features of new media by restricting their children’s access to gaming
or social media until homework and chores are completed, or they set
time limits on daily use. Among parents who regulate their children’s
media use, many admit a lack of knowledge of digital media and fear it
(Horst 2010a). Some parents set up accounts on MySpace and Facebook
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online in order to view their children’s accounts. In response, chil-
dren say they make their pages private. As Horst recounts, ‘Many kids
reference similar “horror stories” of parents’ breaking into their sites,
pages, and profiles, acts that teenagers view as invasive and embarrass-
ing’ (Horst 2010a: 189). Parents are motivated by the desire to protect
their children’s well-being rather than wanting to hassle them. But chil-
dren tend to perceive these practices as violations of privacy and trust
in the same way as eavesdropping conversations or prying into personal
diaries. Children tend to regard online ‘snooping’ as a practice prompted
by lack of knowledge and lack of courtesy. However, a significant minor-
ity share their online conversations with parents by informing them of
their MySpace passwords (Horst 2010a: 198). Nevertheless, most fami-
lies disclose that privacy and control issues are controversial. Teenagers
report that they are keen to protect their privacy and independence in
using new media.

Distinctive gender patterns have been found in the parental disciplin-
ing of children’s media use in the US study by Horst (2010a). In nuclear
and extended families, mothers tend to bear responsibility for ‘uphold-
ing the morality of the family’. Mothers tend to sustain and preserve
the routines and patterns of activities of the household and find them-
selves in charge of structuring and monitoring their children’s use of
time, that is, when they can and can’t watch TV, go online or play
video games. This pattern does not occur within single-parent families
if the father is the main child carer. Fathers are generally more indul-
gent when it comes to video-game playing and spending playing time
with their children (Horst 2010a). This reflects fathers’ more playful and
light-hearted approach to digital media in the home, which can lead to
negative portrayals of mothers as harassing, interfering regulators or as
‘incompetent’ or both (Horst 2010a: 174). While mothers, in particular,
have a sense of duty to monitor their children’s’ use of media, they are
often hindered by their children’s defiance and their own lack of tech-
nical proficiency and the undermining of their regulations by members
of the family.

Parental anxieties about children’s access to social media differ accord-
ing to social class, geographical region and cultural background as well
as gender. Many parents emphasise the need to convey to their chil-
dren the value of the computer for education rather than social media
entertainment. This is not surprising in poorer and working-class homes
where the financial burden of purchasing computers is high. In these
circumstances, it is tempting to value the device much more for its edu-
cational purposes. Christo Sims (2010) found that some home-schooled
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rural children often accessed friends on websites such as Bebo in the
presence of their parents. In middle and upper class families, some par-
ents prevented their children from accessing MySpace in response to
anxieties about child predators online. Others in these socioeconomic
categories believed it was essential for children to explore the media
technology but monitored their children’s use by placing computers and
laptops in public spaces in the home. Moreover, they took advice from
parenting organisations that offer guidelines such as no more than an
hour of television a day (Horst 2010a; Sims 2010).

Despite many examples of family tensions about children’s use of
social media, studies demonstrate that parents are keen to share media
use with their children and that new media is used to bind families
together (Horst 2010a; Livingstone et al. 2011; Nikken et al. 2007;
Ulicsak and Cranmer 2010; Wellman et al. 2008). Parents are draw-
ing on their children’s enthusiasm for new media to bond as a family
around particular kinds of interests (Horst 2010a). Parent–child col-
laborative play is now viewed as an important mediating strategy for
parents (Nikken et al. 2007). Playing video games together and children
helping their parents negotiate their way round the Internet and equip-
ment are all ways in which families bond (Aarsand and Aronsson 2009;
Chambers 2011b; Ulicsak and Cranmer 2010). Nevertheless, parents feel
compelled to make contracts with their children about when and where
they can use the Internet and play video and computer games, such as at
weekends or after completion of school homework (Livingstone 2007).

Children often teach parents how to Skype, upload pictures from
their camera to email or download music onto digital media play-
ers. Horst (2010a: 168) refers to an upwardly mobile middle-class
family who explained their use of social media to engage in family-
centred activities. They described the creation of a family website
that included photographs, descriptions of family vacations (their ‘trip
log’) and information about major family events including birthdays,
anniversaries, graduations and religious events for their three chil-
dren. Interestingly, Horst recorded that the family members developed
a strategy of ‘egalitarian expertise’ in using the digital media so that
they could all engage fully with the media objects in creating the
videos and websites. In another example by Horst (2010a: 169), par-
ents, especially fathers, tended to take the lead in collaborative media
processes whether they were the most competent or not. The increase
in media equipment in the home offered children and parents new
contexts in which to discover and delve into these devices. Visual dig-
ital media is also used for the writing of the family history through
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the use of photos, collages and by sending them to family members
abroad (Madianou and Miller 2012). In these ways, family intimacies
are strengthened.

Transnational families and digital media

Recent research shows that a rising number of recent immigrants sustain
strong contact with their extended families back home through ICTs
(Falicov 2007: 157). The polymediated nature of today’s digital media
engagement is demonstrated by the multiple uses of these technolo-
gies by ‘transnational families’. Dispersed families with strong ties and
few resources are maintaining and strengthening connections through
online media such as email and Skyping. Technologies such as voice-
over-Internet services, IM and webcams are cheap or even free. Families
also go online to get news or to download music from home. Videos
of family-oriented ceremonies such as graduations, weddings, funer-
als are regularly disseminated to family members living abroad (Horst
2006, 2010a; Panagakos and Horst 2006; Wilding 2006). Families with
higher resources tend to use Skype and webcams to sustain online
conversations (Horst 2010a).

Moreover, cheap international phone calls through prepaid calling
cards have helped to maintain family and personal relationships with
intimates back home (Ito and Okabe 2005; Vertovec 2004). Letters
involve days or weeks of delay between interactions, but cheap call-
ing cards allow families to maintain constant contact (Wilding 2006).
Digital media have also reduced the financial costs for migrants who
formerly spent large amounts on collect calls (Horst 2006). Cheap
telecommunications enhance migrant parents’ engagement in the lives
of their spouses and children. They can offer support and encourage-
ment, and participate in their children’s educational and emotional
development while being involved in the decision-making routine in
the household back home (Horst 2006: 149).

Migrants are among the most advanced users of communications
technology. For example, Broadbent (2011) refers to a family of immi-
grant workers from Kosovo who live in Switzerland and have installed
a large computer screen in their lounge. Nearly every morning they
breakfast with their grandmother back in Kosovo via a webcam. Indeed,
Broadbent argues that migrants emerge as some of the ‘most aggressive’
adopters of new communication tools. In a Spanish family who live in
Switzerland, the daughter often conducts her homework with her aunt
who lives in Spain over a free Skype video link. The sense of immediacy
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offered by conversational media is viewed as an ideal quality for families
that communicate across great geographical distances.

Research undertaken in Australia, Canada and Europe also demon-
strates that rates of computer and Internet access and use tend to be
higher among international migrants than among those who are native
born (Chiswick and Miller 2005). The differences are greatest between
native born and immigrants from China, India, Indonesia, Germany,
Korea and the Philippines by an average of 27 per cent. Immigrants
whose first language is not English are online 30 hours or more per
month compared to the native born. Similarly, use of email among
immigrants is higher, as is the use of Internet to keep in contact with
family and friends according to Madianou and Miller (2012). They refer
to Statistics Canada (2008) which indicates that the need to commu-
nicate with family and friends abroad and the relative accessibility in
terms of the cost of Internet as a method of communication explains the
key differences in use between native born Canadians and recent immi-
grants to Canada. Research on uses of cell phones by Jamaican families
in Jamaica indicates that ICTs help them obtain a more comprehensive
knowledge of migration and its implications (Horst 2006). Communica-
tion technologies such as videoconferencing have had a major influence
for Salvadorians living in Washington DC (Benítez 2006). Despite the
geographical distance, the combination of visual and audio communi-
cation brings families and friends together to celebrate group occasions
and give a stronger sense of occasion to the interaction. This kind of
bonding can form an important aspect of the sustaining of family ties.
In these circumstances, ICTs are powerful communication channels for
emotional expression and intimacy (Panagakos and Horst 2006).

With the range of applications now available through the Internet,
migrants are also able to record their lives abroad through online photo
albums which they can share with families back home by uploading and
sharing images. Raelene Wilding (2006) refers to ‘connected relation-
ships’ whereby distant members of a family can have an impression of
closeness and immediacy through communication technologies. These
connected relationships may change the distinction between ‘absence
and presence’ and offer a feeling of being at home away from home
(Wilding 2006: 132). Unlike the kind of communication afforded by let-
ter writing, which delivers old news, email allows migrants to become
absorbed and engaged in the immediate daily routines of their fami-
lies. Wilding emphasises the importance for migrants of ‘shared time’
with their families through email contact (Wilding 2006: 133). Websites
have the capacity to combine different kinds of information such as
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letters, images, music. They can function as a link between migrants
and source communities which are signified as a ‘cyber village’ through
which encounters and emotions can be exchanged (Benítez 2006).

When family members are ill, ageing or in a state of crisis, ICTs can
be regarded as inadequate modes of communication. Raelene Wilding
(2006) points out that the kin most likely to need support, such as
the elderly and the infirm, are least likely to understand how to use
new communication tools. She also found that email is often used to
evade or challenge traditional communication channels and hierarchies
of decision-making among families, in which elders conventionally take
the lead. Children’s proficient use of the Internet can underscore the
generation gap by giving them access to information that older fam-
ily members no longer benefit from (Benítez 2006). Importantly, then,
young peoples’ new skills can radically impact on the traditional power
relations in kinship groups and change the social ranking of members
(Mansour Tall 2004).

ICTs are also helping migrants to preserve their cultural identities
in important new ways by generating a feeling of connection with
family and friends. As Hamel (2009) argues, explaining the movement
of people as a westernising tendency belies the complexities of the
cross-cultural impacts and hybridisation effects that ICT contact has on
cultures around the world. However, the problems of the digital divide
are often exposed as the virtual network expands, given that those who
are not part of the network culture are marginalised by their lack of
access and unable to relate their experiences as migrants to those who
might be able to care for and support them (Mitra 2001). Governments
can play a vital role in facilitating digital exchanges between migrants
and their families to encourage diasporas to invest in their communi-
ties back home as exemplified by the governments of India, China and
Korea (Saxenian 2006; UNDP 2001: 93).

Transnational parenting and new media

Most studies of new media and migration have examined issues of iden-
tity and integration. However, in an important ethnographic study of
the use of communication technologies by migrant Filipinos to keep
in touch with their children back home, Mirca Madianou and Daniel
Miller (2012) address the key question of sociality and intimacy in a
transnational framework. The escalation of global migration, coupled
with the feminisation of migration, has generated a new ‘transnational
family’ characterised by a woman from the global south who migrates
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for employment to the global north and who leaves behind her children.
This leads to a new category of transnational motherhood (Hondagneu-
Sotelo and Avila 1997) which entails the management of the rela-
tionship through long-distance communication. Madianou and Miller
studied this form of distant mothering by interviewing migrant moth-
ers in the United Kingdom and also their children left behind in the
Philippines. Their study makes a major contribution to the under-
standing of digital media, distant love and mediated relationships.
As mentioned in Chapter 2, Madianou and Miller developed the con-
cept of polymedia to underscore the ways that multiple mediums are
combined to maintain intimate and other forms of contact.

As over 10 per cent of the population of the Philippines works abroad
and the majority of the migrant workers are women with children left
behind, ‘distant mothering’ has become commonplace. Over 10 mil-
lion Filipino children are reported to be left behind. The generation
of migrants that first came to the United Kingdom in the 1970s and
1980s relied mainly on the letter and the cassette tape. The adop-
tion of the mobile phone, the Internet and related digital technologies
among Filipinos both at home and abroad transformed familial commu-
nication, particularly for those who experienced prolonged separation
(Pertierra et al. 2002). Migrants distinguish between the media tech-
nologies in terms of the differences in the kinds of sentiments they
feel they can express in the process of communicating with their chil-
dren (Madianou and Miller 2012). Mothers use the technology to justify
their decision to work abroad, arguing that it will be easier to keep in
touch. Yet the opportunities for continual communication can generate
conflict between parents and children. For older children, continuous
communication can feel invasive and unwelcome.

It is only recently that migrant mothers have been able to use mobile
phones and stop relying on high-cost and difficult–to-access landlines
to engage in voice-based communication with their families. Some used
the voice application facilitated by voice over Internet Protocol (VOIP)
communication such as Skype through the computer. But for some fam-
ilies, this was not possible since they lived in an area without Internet
connections. Voice-based communication is preferred for its dialogical
qualities: its immediacy and spontaneity was more satisfying. The qual-
ity of the voice can convey much emotion, even without visual cues.
Although mobile devices are liked for the qualities of ‘reachability’, pri-
vacy and spontaneity, it was often viewed as intrusive by children of
migrants, especially teenagers who felt they were being checked on by
their absent mothers.
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Mothers went to great lengths to ensure they acquired IT skills
through classes, but they preferred to communicate with their children
using synchronous voice-based communication. Yet children preferred
email precisely for the same reasons that mothers preferred not to use
this medium. Children often find phone calls invasive and distracting.
While young people in the United Kingdom and the United States rarely
use email as a formal medium, emails are preferred by Filipina children
of transnational families because it affords them autonomy: to reply at
a time of their own choice and compose the reply in advance. Thus,
the low level of interactivity of email and its lack of synchronicity were
its appealing qualities for children. Madianou and Miller (2012) use
Gershon’s (2010) concept of ‘media ideologies’ to describe the differ-
ences in attitudes to the communication technologies by users. Media
ideologies encompass a set of beliefs about social media technologies
that participants draw on to guide them and to describe and justify the
ways they use the various media forms (see Chapter 1). Children’s prefer-
ence for email rather than the phone to take control of communication
may suggest that their own media ideologies clash with those of their
parents.

IM is more prominent than email or texting in transnational com-
munication, particularly when combined with webcam. Its affordances
of interactivity and simultaneity are appealing. However, as Madianou
and Miller explain, it requires real-time co-presence, with each partici-
pant having to sit at the computer. It is therefore often combined with
the leaving of messages to be read later. Both types of communication
are possible on social network sites as they have their own IM facil-
ity. IM shares the same affordances as email and texting and can be
used to affirm a relationship. It can be used for imparting informa-
tion and detailed instructions. So mothers use it to help their children
with homework. However, time-zone differences and shift work can pre-
vent synchronicity. Mothers may wake in the night to communicate
with their children through IM. Users can see which of their friends
or relatives are online through the use of the status facility of IM, but
some children choose to be ‘invisible’ so that they are not accessible
(Madianou and Miller 2012: 113).

Social network sites enable a different type of bonding. The medium
enhances ties among diaspora groups oriented more towards their own
community than the host community (Kotimo 2011). It allows a low-
level ambient awareness among a scattered network and also generates
a wider exchange across relatives rather than just dyadic relationships
(McKay 2010). However, social network sites were used more by the
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children than parents among transnational families. In the Philippines,
the refusal of a request by a friend is unthinkable (Madianou and Miller
2012: 114). The main usage by young Filipinos is with peers from school
and college, reflecting social patterns in the United States. However,
significantly, their social network sites were also used to maintain con-
tact with relatives overseas. They are used for posting photos that allow
an individual to keep in contact with diaspora family, through shared
awareness of social events, holidays and other activities.

Social network site use strengthened transnational parent–child rela-
tionships since those mothers who were users discovered that Friendster,
Multiply and Facebook were extremely useful for gaining information
about the circumstances of their children’s lives. They could explore
their children’s profiles to find out about their friendship ties, the par-
ties they attended and so on. Madianou and Miller (2012) found that
one mother obtained her 10- and 12-year-old sons’ passwords to check
their account regularly. She regarded this as acceptable, as an absent
mother. One 55-year-old woman was reunited with her godson in the
Philippines, who found her on her social network site, and they began
communicating with one another. Many migrant mothers started using
social network sites after being invited to do so by their adult children.
However, children of migrant mothers are often unsure about the ben-
efits of this kind of connection. One daughter might use it to develop
a best-friend relationship with her mother while a son may be troubled
by the Friending of his mother because it leads to revelations about his
life. However, others used social network sites in a benign way. One son
uploaded photos of his kids for his mother and the mother would recip-
rocate by sending photos of her weekend break. Social network sites can
expose the speed with which children are maturing and the children
may feel ambivalent about their parents seeing this.

In some situations such as among adult children, the overlap between
friendship and kinship is viewed as normal and acceptable and can
develop the relationship between grandparents and grandchildren.
However, among teenage children the connection may seem intrusive.
The quality of the pre-existing relationship and the blurring of the
boundaries between public and private on social network sites can exac-
erbate the relationship. As significant others, mothers become part of
this ‘invisible audience’ described by boyd (2010: 48) when they unin-
tentionally come across profiles of their children’s friends (Madianou
and Miller 2012: 115). A way to circumvent the problems of the blur-
ring of the public and private by social network sites is to have more
than one site.
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In the Philippines, blogging is mainly used by children and not their
mothers (Madianou and Miller 2012). College-educated young adults
share with their friends a common sense of ambivalence about or anger
with their immediate family. Webcam combined with forms of VOIP
such as Skype has risen in popularity in countries such as Philippines.
For mothers of very young children left behind, being able to see a face
transforms the sense of being in touch. It sustains the kind of kin rela-
tionship, such as between grandparents and small children, that could
not have existed before. It also assists other familial practices such as
helping children with homework (Madianou and Miller 2012: 118). The
researchers note the disappointments that can be felt as well as the joy,
with experiences of grandparental carers dressing the children up for the
webcam session only to find that the children show no interest in their
distant parents. Moreover, webcams can give the illusion of co-presence
and a reminder of separation. The webcam often motivates individuals
to gain media literacy, particularly grandparents who wish to see their
grandchildren. As mentioned, webcam has the quality of being able to
appear like a family gathering since it is synchronous and dialogic and
allows relatives to see the children growing up.

Conclusions

This chapter demonstrates that affective relations are shaped and facil-
itated not only by digital media of exchange and communication but
also by the materiality and social interactions that comprise ‘home’ and
‘family’. Parents and young people are negotiating, creating and chang-
ing the meanings and perceptions of family identity through social
media. Recent research highlights the ways in which the home is struc-
tured along a public–private axis (Allan and Crow 1989) which forms
and is formed by the encounters and experiences in this context. Today,
the dynamic interplay between the public and private shaped by medi-
ated intimacy in the family home now extends from the lay-out of the
home to the lay-out of online networking beyond the home. The com-
plications and diversity of home life are overlaid by the complications
and diversity of personal and family media technology use by house-
hold members. Thus, the level of privacy of children’s spaces becomes a
key issue, with bedrooms often seen by children as a place of escape and
the communal areas often viewed as a space of surveillance. How these
public–private boundaries are managed between adults and children
through their engagement with social media has implications for young
people’s freedom and choice of personal communities and for adults in
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the supervision of children and the management of the potential risk
associated with social media.

As well as factors of social class, ethnic identities and rural/urban dif-
ferences, participation in new media is determined by parenting styles
which, in turn, influence parents’ values and ideals about new media
technologies and children’s need to be protected or gain experience and
independence. Parenting styles shape children’s styles of media partici-
pation. A key factor influencing all families is that parents are anxious
about the risks of social media use for children, including the effects of
excessive social media use on their education and well-being. Parental
actions and decisions about regulation are prompted by anxieties about
the correspondence between ownership of computers and education,
about their own lack of experience and understanding of new media
and how far their children are capable of exercising their own judge-
ment. Conversely, parents can be surprisingly ignorant of its potential
and often lack the skills to participate in social media use with their
children. This can lead to frustrations for both parents and children and
may also impede the potential of using social media to cultivate family
intimacies and identities.

The chapter indicates that parents use a variety of different strategies
to regulate children’s use of social media. Both cooperative and inflexi-
ble parent–child dynamics structure the meanings and practices of social
media use. New media can be a site of tension and discord for parents
and children and also between siblings. The issues are about access and
control and the extent of regulation and restrictions placed on young
people’s control of the technology. Children are often exasperated by
parents who seem inexperienced, ignorant or inept in their use of social
media. Conversely, in some families, parents and children collaborate in
developing cross-generational interaction and family identities through
social media production and help to advance the skills and confidence
of their children.

Research on the ways in which social media are being used by families
geographically separated by migration shows how social media medi-
ate emotional family interactions. Madianou and Miller argue that the
wide choice of social media can thereby allow the mother–child rela-
tions among transnational families to move towards a pure relationship,
in the sense described by Giddens (1991). By negotiating the type of
medium to be used and finding ways of managing the relationship
through choice of mediums, children can gain a sense of equality as
they grow older. For mothers, the sense of immediacy offered by syn-
chronised conversational media is viewed as the best way for families
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across great geographical distances to communicate. For the child, an
asynchronous medium may be preferred in order to gain a sense of
control over the communication. By this means, it can become a more
equal relationship, one of friendship in which traditional external crite-
ria have been weakened. The paradox of the parent–child relationship is
of being in a ‘friendship media’ relationship, a relationship that grows
through mediated interactions.

However, as mentioned in earlier chapters, the ability to choose the
medium according to the circumstances amounts to a significant trans-
formation in the moral framework of personal communication. The
multiplication and convergence of communication technologies offers
more options so that the act of deciding the medium through which
to communicate increasingly involves social and moral questions rather
than just technical or economic considerations (Madianou and Miller
2012). This moral dimension is explored further in the following chapter
which focuses not only on the choices available to flirt, date and sus-
tain romances online but also on the communicative choices made,
in particular by young people, about how to convey to partners that
a relationship has come to an end.



7
Digital Dating and Romance

Introduction

Communication channels such as social network sites, instant
messaging (IM) and texting are generating new dating rules and con-
ventions. This indicates that the affordances of digital communication
technologies are capable of managing complex emotions. Displaying
information about one’s relationship status has become a regular feature
of social network profiles among adults as well as teenagers. Sites such as
Facebook ask participants to state their relationship status, as ‘single’, ‘in
a relationship’, ‘engaged’, ‘married’, ‘it’s complicated’, ‘in an open relation-
ship’ or ‘widowed’. The relationship categories on Facebook are difficult
to handle not only for those in failing relationships but also for new
ones. As Gershon states, ‘Facebook official’ status ‘has come to stand
in for exclusivity’ (Gershon 2010: 83). Many people are uncomfortable
about displaying their relationship status, so they leave it blank or, for
example among adolescents, they might play jokes (such as selecting ‘in
a relationship with’ a friend’s dog).

Digital dating can be viewed as an example of a late modern solution
to the challenges of embarking on relationships. The customs associ-
ated with online dating seem to correspond effectively with the idea of
a ‘plastic sexuality’ within the trend towards elective intimacy. Giddens
(1992) argues that the increasing emphasis on individual autonomy
has generated greater diversity in intimacy and sexual behaviour. Rela-
tionships are more freely chosen and more equal. For Giddens (1992)
sexuality is decentred, thereby highlighting the fluid and changeable
nature of all modes of intimacy (see Chapter 3). Today’s ‘plastic sex-
uality’ is distinguished from the modernist notion of ‘fixed sexuality’
which is preset by social norms that govern normal/committed and
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perverse/promiscuous. By contrast, plastic sexuality is unfettered by
traditional gender roles and recognition of individual erotic needs.
As part of the late modern characteristics of intimacy – based on
pleasure and freedom from constraints – plastic sexuality represents
individual identity and radical sexual choices. However, the notion
of abundant choice in deciding one’s sexual identity and activities
and intimate lifestyle can generate anxieties about how to initiate
and manage relationships. Dating is now framed by high expecta-
tions of infinite choice in partners yet also by anxieties about being
excluded or left behind. Technologically mediated dating seems to offer
a perfect solution by providing a sense of personal autonomy and
control.

While digital romance is now commonplace, the risks associated with
disclosure can be high, particularly for young people. Tensions can
be intensified in response to the reduced social signals that lead to
uncertainties and misunderstandings, and mediation can also accelerate
idealisation and love. Participants of social media seem unable to agree
on emergent dating rules and conventions, particularly among adoles-
cents and especially when it comes to the break-up of relationships
(Gershon 2010). The lack of consensus among young people about the
most considerate way to end a relationship with an online dimension
raises major questions about the management of intimacy in the digital
age in terms of social media etiquette, agency, privacy and publicity, and
vulnerability.

This chapter examines some of the key uses and features of social
media and dating forums to identify the ways in which ‘intimacy’
is being negotiated and reconfigured in an online context. The first
section addresses young people’s use of social media for their dating
practices. In the second section, online dating among adults is explored,
first by focusing on social network site engagement and then dating
forums. As the previous chapters indicate, most online friendships and
intimacies have prior offline contexts, and most connections initiated
online do not transform into face-to-face relationships. Nonetheless, as
Baym (2010: 124) points out, many people have formed at least one
lasting close bond online. While online romances are routinely estab-
lished through social network sites between individuals who knew of
each other offline, dating forums differ since they are designed for
individuals to connect with complete strangers. Dating sites such as
Match.com and e-Harmony have been created specifically to introduce
strangers with similar interests. These websites are distinctive in com-
prising a major way in which online connections migrate to offline
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meetings. Like social network sites, online dating provides one of the
most heightened contexts for a reflexive engagement in the project of
self-identity within the processes of individualisation. These practices
are analysed in terms of some of the key contradictions produced for
intimate ties.

Teenage romance online

In Western cultures, adolescence is a phase of life in which romantic
and sexual lives are exposed to public scrutiny. As Chapter 5 indi-
cates, online friendships usually correspond with offline associations,
but social media also offer young people the tools to overcome tra-
ditional barriers in forming romantic associations. Courtship customs
are less formal than they were up to the mid-twentieth century (Bogle
2008). By the 1970s and 1980s, formal dating was on the decline (Modell
1989: 291). The terms used in the 1950s such as courtship and dating have
been replaced by ‘an item’, ‘going out with someone’ (Miller and Benson
1999: 106) or ‘hanging out’ (Ito et al. 2010). Yet recent ethnographic
research on teens’ use of social media in the United States indicates
that the rituals are as intricate and as significant as in more formal past
times (Gershon 2010; Pascoe 2010). Contemporary romance relation-
ships among adolescents tend to be more spontaneous, casual and brief
and yet they are often more complicated and intense (Brown 1999: 310).
These intimate connections are also intrinsically social, despite their
apparent emphasis on privacy and their exclusiveness (Brown 1999).
This social and public dimension is amplified through social network
site use (Lenhart and Madden 2007).

Digital interaction performs a key role in starting casual relationships
and in developing the initial stages of serious relationships. Teenagers
use IM, text messages and social network messaging. They often make
use of texts and images from established website collections of tradi-
tional images such as Photobucket, indicating that youth organise their
romantic attachments within a dominant discourse of love (boyd 2010;
Gershon 2010). Multiple channels of communication provide adoles-
cents with the tools to build on casual meetings or present themselves
to an acquaintance whom they have met in passing through a mutual
friend. Those who develop a romantic interest in someone find it less
intimidating to flirt on a social network site such as Facebook than
face-to-face. Many teenagers begin dating after exchanging flirtatious
messages online. The usual vulnerabilities associated with dating can be
managed more effectively online through a ‘controlled casualness’ (Sims
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2007). A pattern has been identified whereby teenagers meet in person,
flirt online and then date (Pascoe 2010).

Teenagers’ relationships tend to advance through distinctive stages
(Sims 2010). At the start of a relationship when they are finding out
about each other, written communication is likely to be used through
text messaging and IM or on social network sites. Sending text messages
is regarded as low stakes and often ‘had the right level of informality
for starting to flirt with someone’ (Gershon 2010: 23). It offers a slower,
more thoughtful and controlled way of exploring and building the inti-
mate connection. Social network sites become more significant as the
relationship develops. Paradoxically, social network sites provide a way
of carefully contriving ‘spontaneous’ and ‘casual’ interaction. If the con-
nection becomes more serious, then the interaction extends to include
phone calls and face-to-face communication. Evidence also suggests that
certain kinds of social media match certain kinds of associations or
stages in the relationship (Pascoe 2010). The stability of the relationship
may be expressed through the rearrangement of the Friends ranking by
displaying photos and changing the display of formal relationship sta-
tus. By this stage, the relationship might be called ‘Facebook official’.
The strength of the association may be expressed by sharing passwords,
posting bulletins and changing headlines. For those relationships that
break up, former partners usually revise their self-representations by
changing their public self-displays. Pascoe (2010) describes this as a ‘dig-
ital housecleaning’ – reminiscent of the ritual disposal of photos and
other memorabilia associated with a break-up.

Social network sites can be effective tools for gaining an impression
about someone that a person may have a romantic interest in (boyd
2007; see Chapter 4). Some refer to this initial research as ‘Facebook
stalking’, as a tool for discovering more about someone they are inter-
ested in, then for flirting and getting to know the person better (Bogle
2008; Pascoe 2007). Placing Wall posts on the site is considered an infor-
mal way of communicating when involving a love interest (boyd 2007).
Mediated flirting is part of the process of moving cautiously, implying
an interest in each other and enquiring about their feelings in what
appears to be a controlled and casual way. Messages can be carefully
constructed to sound casual yet also informative. They can easily be dis-
missed without humiliation if feelings are not reciprocated. Much more
informal linguistic tones are now being used in this kind of online com-
munication to emphasise spontaneity and informality (Baron 2008).
Saving face through a contrived casualness is especially important if the
communication takes place in the public settings of users’ Walls.
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Meeting strangers online is generally regarded by teenagers as bizarre
and risky. A prior face-to-face meeting, however casual, can confirm
the authenticity of the person. As online identities can be validated
through online and offline checks, an increasingly common approach
is to engage in online introductions through shared friends online,
with offline friendship networks being relied on as verifications and
checks (Pascoe 2010). Yet young people do express a fear that the offline
person does not live up to the online expectations, confirming the
‘hyperpersonal effect’ described by Walther (1996; returned to below).
It signifies that online intimacy might be intensified and not reflect the
offline personae. Nevertheless, among adolescents who find themselves
marginalised by their peers in an offline world, which may be the case
for gay and lesbian teenagers, social media communication allows them
the flexibility to meet other people with shared interests (Holloway and
Valentine 2003; Maczewski 2002; Osgerby 2004). As many gay and les-
bian teenagers find dating difficult, social media becomes a key form of
communication which can give them an opportunity to circumvent the
problems of being ostracised in the search for partners. Social network
sites allow them to network with the kind of people that are difficult to
meet in physical environments. It can offer them a sense of control and
privacy against the judgemental reactions of parents and peers (Gray
2009; Hillier and Harrison 2007).

Given the flexibility of digital media, young dating couples now have
high expectations of continuous availability, connection online and
reciprocity in their online exchanges. They may make several phone
calls, texts or IMs each day (Baron 2008; Gershon 2010). This increased
contact defines the quality of the relationship and distinguishes it
from other kinds of connections (Pascoe 2010). Social media also allow
teenagers to sustain romantic associations that parents may not sanc-
tion or which are maintained over geographical distances. Signs of
affection are exchanged through digital messages to maintain the rela-
tionship. Regular mobile phone and social network site check-ins are
expected by partners to avoid misunderstandings about their actions
and to account for their whereabouts in order to maintain trust in
the relationship. In these ways, the ever-present technology can free
them up from parental monitoring and yet can chain them to their
partners.

Declaring the romantic attachment on social network sites to one’s
networked publics as well as partner is an important practice. Tokens of
affection, posting pictures and recording the starting date of the rela-
tionship form public declarations of the seriousness of the relationship.
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Through default relationship options on Facebook, young people have
also found ways to insert details and shared meanings in describing their
intimacy and to indicate to others in their public networks that they
are spoken for. Intimate decisions about ‘going official’ and broadcast-
ing their relationship status online is usually decided by the couples
together offline (Sims 2007). Pasco (2010: 131) refers to a student at
the University of California, Berkeley, interviewed by Megan Finn who
exemplified how these misunderstandings can arise:

Yeah, I have friends [who] have confirmed they have gone official
with their boyfriends through Facebook, which is ridiculous. I have
known people that are dating and they’ll get a request “so and so said
that you are their girlfriend.” They pushed the button and they are
like, “Oh my God, we’re official.”

(Finn, Freshquest1)

The relationship status, along with all social network profiles, becomes
a major digitalised public expression of teenagers’ relationships and
its quality. Some young people have disagreements about the public
statements if one partner does not place their boyfriend/girlfriend in
the top ranking of their Friends list. Posting ‘couple’ pictures on one’s
social network profile is also a form of relationship maintenance. These
practices ensure that each partner agrees on their status and is will-
ing to publicise it. However, all this information means that, for those
who are inclined to ‘Facebook stalk’ their significant others, the site
can be an infuriatingly comprehensive database of photos and public
conversations.

Mediated break-ups

Although social media are used as essential tools for developing a
romantic interest, young people consider them to be wholly inap-
propriate for ending a relationship. Yet these technologies are now
so integrated into intimate relationships among the young that any
medium can be chosen to end a relationship, in addition to face-to-face
communication. Individuals who display their intimacy publicly also
perform their break-up very publicly (boyd 2010a, 2010b; Pascoe 2010).
By publicising their relationship and their break-up, ex-partners are
looking for validation and support from their peers (boyd 2010a, 2010b).
In an ethnographic study on dating, Gershon (2010) asked 72 under-
graduate students in the United States to describe ‘bad’ break-ups. She
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was interested in finding out how people use a technology intrinsically
designed for social connection in ways for which it was clearly not
designed: breaking up a relationship. The most widespread break-up
problem was the lack of appropriateness of certain mediums used to
end a relationship. A range of moral dilemmas are thrown up by the
choice of medium and its appropriateness for the kind of message being
conveyed (Gershon 2010). If a person uses a cell phone to text their
partner to say that they want to break up, does that constitute a break-
up or is it just a suggestion within a longer process? If a couple break
up, should they change their Facebook status to ‘single’ immediately or
should they tell their best friends about it first so that they won’t sim-
ply find out on their Facebook News Feeds? While texting was regarded
as the appropriate level of informality for starting to flirt with some-
one, this level of casualness was considered to be far too informal for a
break-up (Gershon 2010). Ending a relationship by sending a text mes-
sage was considered cruel because it closes down communication too
abruptly.

Significantly, Gershon (2010) found that there is little shared con-
sensus among students about how to use sites such as Facebook. Some
students respond to break-ups by displaying their relationship problems
on their Facebook profile and by changing their In a relationship with
status to It’s complicated and ultimately single. Some respond by elimi-
nating their relationship status after a break-up, and others deal with
the challenge by linking their relationship status to the profile of a pla-
tonic friend. A small number of students would even deactivate their
Facebook account. The profiles of partners often contain evidence of
the acrimony associated with some break-ups. Site users can promptly
eliminate an intimate relationship throughout their profiles by deleting
photos and written references to ex-partners and removing them from
their Friend list. While one ex-partner may publicly convey their griev-
ing or anger on their profile, the other ex-partner might now be linked
intimately to another person’s profile, moving on from the old partner
very publicly.

Most of Gershon’s interviewees believed that face-to-face conversa-
tions were the best medium for break-ups because people want an
adequate explanation as to why the break-up is occurring. Break-ups
communicated through IM were more uncommon and strongly dis-
approved of because the conversation could be ended without any
warning. However, one interviewee said she favoured breaking up by IM
because ‘if they get upset, you can just sign off, and okay, it’s done . . . if
I am absolutely certain about the break-up, then it’s instant messaging’
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(Gershon 2010: 30). Gershon suggests that this notion of appropriateness
corresponds with each person’s media ideology: their own media val-
ues. Media ideologies comprise the framework of values and attitudes
about social media technologies that influence the decisions made by
participants in using the range of media technologies (see Chapter 2).
Having an awareness of these ideologies provides an understanding
of the norms that shape the way the technology is to be used and
how other people’s uses of the technology are judged and defined as
appropriate or inappropriate.

Gershon reminds us that it took a long time and much effort on
the part of institutions involved in earlier communication technologies
such as the telephone to standardise people’s uses of the technology.
In terms of social media, the extensive educational work deals with
intellectual property rights and privacy issues rather than on netiquette.
As yet, shared expectations about how to manage the social dilemmas
associated with using new communicative technologies are not matched
by shared practices, and this renders break-ups more confusing and
upsetting (Gershon 2010: 198–199). Social software relies on the power
of users to stretch the boundaries and bend the rules so that establish-
ing netiquette becomes problematic. It could close off creative uses of
online social networking.

As part of the formation of media ideologies, students are negotiating
idioms of practice including the management of second-order infor-
mation such as News Feed: ‘the information that can guide you into
understanding how particular words and statements should be inter-
preted’ (Gershon 2010: 18). Echoing Marshall McLuhan’s (1964) dictum,
Gershon concludes that the medium is part of the message. The way
an individual chooses to announce to their partner that they want to
break up can deeply affect the reception of the message – whether it
is face-to-face or by phone call, email, text message, instant message
or Facebook Wall post. The media ideologies of the receiver will also
frame the interpretation of the message. Gershon draws on the notion
of remediation advanced by Bolter and Grusin (1999), reminding us that
people’s use of newer media needs to be understood in the context of
their use of old media. In this respect, Gershon provides a new perspec-
tive, arguing that the moment when interpersonal communication is
most fraught is the moment when the socially constructed nature and
newness of the medium is exposed and when questions around cus-
toms of use are raised. This highlights the moral dimension of social
media use in a polymediated environment. The choice of medium
has significant moral implications in a context where the technology
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has been socialised, that is, when it has become embedded in everyday
interpersonal communication.

An important related issue raised by Gershon (2010) is that these new
digital media channels may be encouraging college-age love affairs to
become more conventional. She argues that Facebook is implicitly con-
servative in terms of its sexual morality. Its relationship categories imply
that monogamy is the ideal, even for young people. It encourages cou-
ples to fix themselves to one another’s profiles as a way of curbing and
confining what might be more fluid interconnections between young
people. Gershon detected a general desire among youth to have these
social media somehow governed by strict etiquette so that they become
more accountable to peers. She poses and answers her own important
question, ‘Why does it matter if you break up by text message, by
Facebook, or face-to-face? It matters because people are social analysts
of their own lives’ (Gershon 2010: 201). When someone’s personal life
is being conducted in public, every word and gesture can be open to
criticism.

Jealousy and stalking

The moral dilemmas associated with the choice of medium can extend
way beyond the break-up stage since couples usually continue to occupy
intersecting networked publics after a break-up. They can retain ex-
partners as friends and receive automatic updates or monitor their
activities and channels of communication. A white 19-year-old from
suburban northern California remarked:

Monitoring one’s ex on a social network site is one thing that you
shouldn’t do but everyone does. You can go check all their stuff. Like
you look at their Facebook, you look at their MySpace, you see if they
take off the photos of you, you see if they changed their relationship
status to something, you see if they’ve got a new person writing on
their wall. Like you become a stalker, and a highly efficient stalker.
Because all the information is already there at once. You don’t have
to ask your friends or her friends if she’s seeing someone new. Like
you know. And then they want you to know.

(Documented by Sims, Rural and Urban Youth2

project in Pascoe 2010: 137)

Some ex-partners communicate their feelings to their exs indirectly by
changing their relationship status on Facebook to ‘in a relationship’,
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even though they are not involved with anyone, to ensure that the
ex-partner does not raise hopes of getting back together again. Teens
develop the skills and experience to communicate passively through
their online profiles or through mediators. Young people thereby pre-
serve indirect forms of communication after ending a relationship.

Jealousy and stalking are not peculiar to youth, but most studies
on this topic focus on youth and imply that these problems apply
more centrally to them. For example, Muise, Christofides and Desmarais
(2009) conducted an online survey of 308 college students in the United
States and found that the more time students spend on Facebook, the
more likely they are to suffer from Facebook-related jealousy. They argue
that this effect may be the outcome of a ‘feedback loop’: by using
Facebook individuals are too frequently exposed to confusing details
about their ex-partner that they may not otherwise have access to, and
this new information provokes further Facebook use, fuelling further
jealousy. Some respondents described their escalating use of Facebook
as ‘addictive’.

‘Facebook rage’ described as ‘fuelling a vicious cycle of surveillance’
has been publicised through reports in the press. For instance, a head-
line in the Daily Mail stated ‘Facebook Rage as social networking sites
fuel jealousy and stalking partners online’.3 Similarly, social media tech-
nology can facilitate dating abuse. As mentioned in Chapter 5, among
young people who were in a relationship, 40 per cent said that their part-
ners had used computers or mobile phones to abuse or manipulate them
(AP-MTV Digital Abuse Study 2009).4 The Digital Abuse Study (2009)
also reported that nearly 3 in 10 young people said that their partner has
checked up on them online several times per day or read their text mes-
sages without permission. Fourteen percent said that they had received
more abusive behaviour from their partners, involving name-calling and
malicious messages via Internet or cellphone.

Since digital media offers high monitoring potential to users, they
can easily be used in ways that may be defined as emotional control
or abuse. The opportunities for young people to monitor each oth-
ers’ romances and break-ups online are exacerbated by the custom of
sharing passwords with romantic partners which can signify intimacy
yet also be a potential invasion of privacy. Also, the habit of regularly
checking one another’s’ profiles may complicate matters if a break-up
ensues (boyd 2007). Some partners change their passwords regularly to
retain control. Pascoe found that it was usually girlfriends who wanted
to share passwords, in order to feel a sense of control in the relation-
ship (Pascoe 2010). This may be related to gendered power inequalities
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in teenage heterosexual relationships in general with girls compelled to
find ways to manage their relationships (Hillier et al. 1999; Hird and
Jackson 2001; Jackson 1998). Elaborate changes are sometimes made by
individuals to protect their digital footprints, to prevent partners from
searching histories, phone numbers, names on mobile phones, texts or
site information that might offend the partner. When teenagers’ phone
bills are paid for by parents, they tend to conform to parents’ rules about
mobile phone use. But for girls who let boyfriends pay for their mobile
phone bills, the privacy of social media use is likely to be compro-
mised, often by trading parental control for boyfriend control (Pascoe
2010).

The monitoring affordances of new media provide a way for teenagers
to manage potential anxieties in a relationship. Yet many are nego-
tiating intimate ties for the first time and often in a public domain.
As Pascoe (2010: 145) states, ‘New media allow teens to manage their
vulnerability; permit them to have intensely emotional, vulnerable con-
versations; and render them potentially susceptible to the forwarding
of information about them and vulnerable to those who wish to take
advantage of them.’

Adults dating online

A growing number of online adults who date are conducting their
relationship homework online. Search engines, email, IM and social
network sites are all used to connect with a romantic partner. Some of
the most comprehensive, detailed research on patterns of online dating
comes from the United States. Although there are bound to be cul-
tural specificities, the data provides informed clues of possible trends
across Western nations. According to research by the Pew Internet and
American Life Project, one in five users of MySpace and Facebook admit
using the websites to flirt (Lenhart 2009). Eleven per cent of all American
Internet-using adults stated that they have used an online dating web-
site or other site in order to meet people online according to a Pew
study (Madden and Lenhart 2006). And among single people, 74 per
cent report that they have used the Internet in at least one way to
facilitate dating and romance. Over a third of them (37 per cent) go
to an online dating website (Madden and Lenhart 2006). These people
are referred to as ‘online daters’. Online daters tend to be younger and
are more likely to be employed. The youngest cohort aged 18–29 is the
largest group of online daters, with 18 per cent of all online adults in
that age group visiting a dating site. However, 11 per cent of online
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adults aged 30– 49 have ventured to dating sites, and 6 per cent of those
aged 50–64 and a mere 3 per cent of those aged 65 and older have tried
dating sites. Online daters are more likely to be employed than non-
daters, but they also tend to be earning lower incomes. This may be
explained by the younger age of online daters. The Pew study found no
statistically significant differences in online dating use across race and
ethnicity categories or education levels.

Nowadays, Internet users are more likely to search online for details
about the person they are dating or in a relationship with. One in six
(16 per cent) Internet users search online to find information about the
relationship status of someone they know (Madden and Smith 2010).
Among adult Internet users, younger groups aged between 18 and 29
tend to be the most motivated to search for romantic interests online
and relationship status information. Nearly one in three of these young
adult users (29 per cent) seek out details about people they are dat-
ing or in a relationship with, compared with just 6 per cent of users
aged between 50 and 64 (Madden and Smith 2010). Interestingly, online
men are as likely as online women to seek out details about those they
are dating or in a relationship with. There are no differences among
racial and ethnic groups in this respect and only significant differences
among the highest and lowest socioeconomic groups. Social network
site users are four times more likely than non-users to go online to seek
out information about their romantic partners (28 per cent vs 7 per cent)
(Madden and Smith 2010). It seems, then, that the rise in popularity
in researching romantic partners is widespread across social groups and
across digital mediums.

Amongst the 37 per cent of Americans who said they had gone to
a dating website, 7 per cent were currently seeking romantic partners.
Among online daters, 43 per cent had been on dates with people they
met through the sites and 17 per cent of them had entered long-term
relationships or married their online dating partners. Three per cent
of Internet users who are married or in long-term committed relation-
ships say they met their partners online. Among those who have been
to online dating forums, 52 per cent stated they had mainly positive
experiences. Nevertheless, a substantial proportion of 29 per cent report
mostly negative experiences. The younger the Internet user, the more
likely he or she is to rate the services favourably. Around 15 per cent
of those in the Pew survey of the general public stated that they know
of someone who has been in a long-term relationship or married some-
one they met online. Twice as many know someone who has at least
experimented in online dating.
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Despite the growth in popularity of dating sites, most Internet users
(66 per cent) claim that online dating is dangerous because personal
information is placed on the Internet while 25 per cent do not consider
online dating dangerous (Madden and Lenhart 2006). Among those
most wary of the risks are women Internet users, older users and people
who have lower levels of income or education. Those who have actually
used the services tend to be more positive with 43 per cent believing
that it entails risk. Fifty two per cent do not regard the activity as dan-
gerous. Some 57 per cent of Internet users agree that a many people who
use online dating lie about their marital status, 18 per cent disagree and
25 per cent say they do not know. People with lower levels of income or
education are more likely than the average Internet user to suspect that
people lie (Madden and Lenhart 2006).

Online dating tends to be steeped in practices that confirm conven-
tional romance and sexual practices (DeMasi 2006). Yet research findings
by the Pew Centre indicate that online daters are inclined to identify
with more liberal social attitudes, compared with all Americans or all
Internet users (Madden and Lenhart 2006). Users of dating websites
are more likely to be supporters of gay marriage and see themselves as
‘someone who likes to try new things’. They are less likely to be religious
or to believe in traditional gender roles for men and women.

Online dating forums

Dating websites are one of the key contexts in which online initiated
connections are likely to transfer to offline meetings. Most profit-
making dating sites such as eHarmony, OKCupid and Match.com have
been designed with the intention of offering individuals the opportu-
nity to make contact with complete strangers who may have shared
interests. These dating forums are often regarded as a labour-saving
device in search for a partner (DeMasi 2006). The idea is that with busier
working lives and the growing accessibility of the Internet, it becomes
an increasingly attractive option to meet strangers online rather than
through traditional community, leisure or work-based links. Many sites
are tailored to specific age groups as well as sexual orientation. So online
dating allows users to identify individuals who share their interests by
scrutinising the profile of the type of person being searched for, before
making first contact.

In the context of online dating and flirting, narratives of intimacy
form key elements of the presentation of self. Online self-presentation
becomes a central dimension of partner searching. Findings indicate
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that most people exaggerate their attributes, with 81 per cent of people
misrepresenting their height, weight or age in their profiles (Toma and
Hancock 2012). Daters lie to meet the expectations of their imagined
audiences. However, people tend to limit themselves to small lies since
they may eventually meet in person. Profiles often describe an idealised
self, one with qualities they intend to develop, such as ‘I scuba dive’.
Giddens refers to contemporary therapeutic discourses which foster
the project of self-identity within a culture of self-reflexivity and self-
fulfilment. Through these personal narratives, individuals shape their
identities, manage their intimate relationships and judge the merits
of them.

Self-help books on intimacy and sexuality in couple relationships
have expanded to encompass the theme of Internet dating, a genre
which turns out to be eminently suited to this kind of therapeutic
theme. These books act as guides to help people navigate safely through
the ‘perilous’ landscape of cyber-dating, as indicated by their titles such
as Dating and Sex on the Internet: Exclusive Advice for Guys from a Woman
by Cherry Bomb (2010); Eighty-Eight Dates: The Perilous Joys of Internet
Dating by Rachel Goodchild (2010); The Golden Rules of Online Dating, 6
Crucial Rules to Finding the Perfect Online Date by Shu-Ching Hsu (2011)
and The Perils of Cyber-Dating: Confessions of a Hopeful Romantic Look-
ing for Love Online by Julie Spira. These kinds of books range in focus
from the personal ‘rules of netiquette’ to providing advice on how to
avoid the ‘perils of cyber-dating’. Interestingly, such texts contribute to
the configuration of online dating etiquette. How to avoid unscrupulous
contacts is a major theme which highlights the pitfalls associated with
digital dating. Often laced with a selection of real-life horror stories that
readers should avoid, this theme is dealt with in such books to high-
light the risk associated with attempts to initiate online contact with
complete strangers. For example, Eighty-Eight Dates: The Perilous Joys of
Internet Dating is described as

a ‘fun collection’ of anecdotes and advice for anyone interested in
what it’s really like to date online. The book includes: how to create
a personal profile; selecting your image and choosing a photo; what
you should be looking for; making the first connection; taking it fur-
ther; etiquette and personal safety; coping with disasters; taking the
next step.

Although online dating is hailed as the hallmark of a plastic sexu-
ality and elective intimacy, dating websites tend to offer a narrow
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representation of intimate relationships that accentuate love, romance
and monogamy. Conventional gender and sexual identity categories
are likely to be used, thereby excluding more novel identity construc-
tions. These sites promote traditional ideals of intimacy not only among
heterosexual users but also among gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgen-
der (GLBT) users (DeMasi 2006). Also, many dating forums have been
designed exclusively for blacks, Latinos, Asians as well as GLBT users.
The visual graphics that structure dating forums often display stereotyp-
ical images of love and romance and emphasise that the site is designed
for the ‘serious’ and ‘discerning’ client. These forums tend to struc-
ture the search for intimate partners within a consumer market model.
They evoke a shopping experience for partner selection (DeMasi 2006).
Paid-up members are offered extensive consumer choices but within
the confines of existing gender and sexuality identities. However, sig-
nificant variations do occur with a growing number of sites offering
opportunities to transcend conventional sexual classifications.

The Internet has also become established as a tool for arranged mar-
riages online among immigrants to the West from India (Adams and
Ghose 2003). Popular matrimonial websites in the United States inte-
grate domestic and international marriage markets. They are also used
by families in India searching for eligible men and women in the United
States, Canada and the United Kingdom and other countries as well
as India. In India, Shaadi.com boasts that it is the largest matrimonial
website in the world. Matrimonial websites range from conservative,
family-directed markets to unorthodox self-directed markets that have
more in common with Western matchmaking sites. Family-directed
matrimonial sites often contain a small photograph of prospective
partners. They consistently include detailed information about caste,
religion, ethnicity, education and employment, indicating the emphasis
placed on these features for a marriage rather than on physical appear-
ance. Yet colour of skin is also regularly highlighted as an issue. If a
daughter has lighter, ‘wheatish’ coloured skin, attention may be drawn
to this feature as a status symbol. One site, www.matrimonialonline.
net lists hundreds of ‘caste’ options, underlining the importance of this
factor in partner selection. Matrimonial websites can serve a signifi-
cant role in situations where socialising with the marriage partner is
forbidden before parental consent or if the social customs for arrang-
ing marriage have been disturbed by migration. The practice of online
arranged marriages as an aspect of dating forums indicates not only the
technological affordances of this medium but also some of the most
conservative features of online intimacy.
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Disembodied dating

Even though there are general concerns voiced about the risks involved
in using dating sites, the percentage of users mentioned above demon-
strate the huge importance and widespread nature of social media in
the search for a partner. This raises wider questions about the ways in
which the self as a physical being is presented and promoted online in
the context of sexual intimacy. Most work on intimacy has focused on
‘embodied intimacy’ (Gabb 2008: 81). However, given the virtual frame-
work of online romance and sexual expression, online dating implies
a disembodied state of intimacy. Yet the sexed body comprises a critical
component in the construction and management of subjectivity (Turner
1996). In a sense, site profiles comprise presentations of a bodily self,
whether real or invented, and therefore presuppose some kind of bodily
awareness. In the case of online dating, while the body has often been an
‘absent presence’ (Shilling 1993) bodily awareness is paramount. On dat-
ing sites, the body may be the inducement and potential reward as part
of an erotic package. For example, the importance of body image on sex-
ual interpersonal communication has been widely documented (Cash
et al. 2004; Wiederman 2000). In her work on disclosing intimacies,
Jamieson (1998) highlights the distinction between intimacies of the
self and intimacies of the body: ‘although the completeness of intimacy
of the self may be enhanced by bodily intimacy’ (1998: 1). How is the
lack of a bodily presence in online dating managed? How is the embod-
ied being represented and as appealing, as a potential reward in online
environments?

While most studies focus on representations of the body either in vir-
tual or physical space, there is little research on the ways in which these
spaces are negotiated and how online and offline interactions intersect
in the context of dating website encounters. The use of photographs
has accelerated the popularity in dating sites. Despite the virtual nature
of online dating, material bodies have a central significance not only
for dating forums but also for social network site communication. For
instance, Siibak (2010) undertook a study of the ways in which boys and
young men present themselves on dating websites. In terms of the man-
agement of identity, Siibak found that photos constitute an important
additional impression management tool for young men. These images
are used to visually portray different versions of masculinity and confirm
the use of photos for identity ‘performances’ on sites. Young men mostly
pose alone in order to emphasise their looks and appear as willing sexual
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or romantic objects. Visual youthfulness becomes a vital dimension of
sexual attractiveness.

In a study of self-presentations on dating sites, Toma and Hancock
(2012) found that bodily self-embellishment was rife among older peo-
ple. On average, women’s profile photos were a year and a half out of
date. Men’s were on average six months old. Photoblog is also being
used by young people as part of the development of identity. Ado-
lescents in regions such as Chile use photoblogs such as Fotolog to
receive social validation, gain social control and to maintain social rela-
tionships, which are regarded as important functions of self-disclosure
during adolescence (Donoso and Ribbens 2010). Rate is the most pop-
ular online social network site for young Estonians, with more than
hundreds of thousands of active users, which contains profile images
for visual self-presentation (Siibak 2010).

Despite the apparent incorporeal nature of online intimacy, the body
is hyper- present. In addition to verbal cues, the visual display of bodies
comprises a major form of pleasure and fascination within date search-
ing. It forms a key feature of social experiences and understandings of
self and other. Through the presentation of photographic images, the
body performs a vital role as a symbol of sexual desire, orientation and
status – both as a potential ‘gift’ and assertion of sexual standing. For
instance, in an ethnographic study of Internet sex and pornographic
self-display in Hong Kong culture, Katrien Jacobs (2010) found that a
particular sex and dating site was used as massive social network for
sexual self-display using photographic images. Notions and standards of
sexiness are being established in online mode, with imaging strategies
adopted by users for the playful adoption of commonplace notions of
sexiness as ‘cybertypes’. These online behaviours are being interpreted
as central features of changing sexual culture (Jacobs 2010).

Importantly, then, dating forums and social network sites entail a
virtual yet hyper-embodied intimacy. Physical as well as emotional expres-
sions of intimacy can be communicated online through a number
of sophisticated visual and textual cues. Understanding the codes of
communication involved and performing the necessary shifts between
public and private personas (Goffman 1959) become a major compo-
nent of online dating. The movement of relationships on dating forums
to offline contexts is implied or made explicit. For example, the site stud-
ied by Jacobs (2010) encouraged members to migrate offline by finding
real-life partners for sex, ranging from casual sex affairs between sin-
gles, swinging couples or extra-marital affairs between ‘aba’ (attached
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but available) individuals and their lovers. In terms of the personal con-
trol of risk in meeting strangers or casual acquaintances, the Internet
can offer a sense of safety in exploring through bodily boundaries. The
risks may come later, during embodied encounters.

The ‘hyperpersonal effect’

Several studies support the claim that friendships which began offline
tend to be more stable and enduring than those initiated online. How
does this tendency relate to the practice of online dating? The limited
range of cues may be relevant, particularly at the early stages of online
communication (Choi 2006: 181). Research by Choi found that partners
who first met online spent less time with one another and engaged in
fewer shared activities. Cross-sex friendships that develop in a face-to-
face context tend to be slightly more developed than those developed
online (Chan and Cheng 2004; Mesch and Talmud 2006). Mesch and
Talmud (2006) suggest that online intimacy might appear less developed
because they are newer and less advanced.

While few longitudinal studies have yet been conducted, preliminary
findings suggest that differences between online and offline relation-
ships in terms of quality and intensity of friendships increase in the first
year but then tend to diminish (Chan and Cheng 2004). Online relation-
ships are likely to be more hesitant in early stages then grow and become
more like offline ones. McKenna et al. (2002) found that online rela-
tionships which lasted over two years compared favourably with offline
relationships. They found that 71 per cent of romantic relationships
and 75 per cent of all relationships begun online were still going. Most
had grown closer and stronger. Importantly, the speed at which peo-
ple disclose may differ between online and offline contexts (Baym 2010:
128). As a relationship develops online, both partners tend to add other
media in a predictable pattern of ‘media multiplexity’ (Haythornthwaite
2005). Online partners often begin with public discussion then add pri-
vate one-to-one interaction via messaging, email or chat. The telephone
may then be included and then a meeting in person arranged (McKenna
et al. 2002).

Although the majority of connections initiated online do not trans-
form into intimate relationships, Baym (2010) suggests that we have a
tendency to exaggerate the appeal of people we meet online. She refers
to a process of ‘early idealisation’ which can occur when people meet
one another online. With limited identifying signs, individuals often
seem to be attracted to each other more than they might if they had
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met in person. Referred to as ‘hyperpersonal communication’ (Walther
1996), this phenomenon was first recorded in experiments that com-
pared clusters of students who worked together on projects in person or
remotely via text-based online discussion.

Walther (1996) suggests three reasons why we might be attracted,
early on, to the people we meet online more than those we meet offline.
In online impression formation, the lack of clues offers wider scope for
imagining the other. We may seem more appealing to others because the
limited cues we use give us more control over our messages and allow us
to be more selective in disclosing information about ourselves. Walther
(1996) suggests that hyperpersonal communication may result from a
tighter focus on message production in a context where other distracting
cues are absent. One of the major affordances of asynchronous media
is the possibility of revising and editing written message (Baym 2010).
Baym also suggests that the anticipation of hearing from the online con-
tact and of finally meeting them is also significant in heightening the
attraction. She surmises that this ‘hyperpersonal effect’ of heightened
intimacy may be peculiar to online contexts, in a way that might not
translate seamlessly into offline relationships (Baym 2010: 127).

Conclusions

Transformations in romance ideology in late modern Western contexts
correspond with an elaborated understanding of sexuality, greater tol-
erance of diverse forms of sexual expression and a stress on individual
agency as the drivers of personal life. This is the context in which online
dating is set. The fluidity and choice apparently offered by online dat-
ing fits in neatly with today’s new ethos of elective intimacy. Processes
of individualisation which produce a greater reflexive engagement in
the project of self-identity are exemplified in the context of online dat-
ing where individuals become self-reflexive in their presentation of self
(Mead 1934). Yet even in the context of mediated love, conventional
romance remains a strong ideal that propels the discourse and sets
parameters on desires and practices of intimacy. While social network
site intimacies signify choice, fluidity and plastic intimacy, their design
and use indicate a surprisingly conventional culture of intimacy.

This chapter demonstrates that social media offer a new and dynamic
setting for young people’s romantic practices which have become cen-
tral to their lives. Ito et al. (2010) argue that the current use of new
media by young people may well be a unique moment in the recent
history of teen dating practices. Through their design, social network
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sites promote overt, open and often candid communication about their
intimate relationships. By publicising details about themselves and gain-
ing access to each others’ personal information, new media technology
is reconfiguring teenagers’ notions of ‘privacy’ and ‘publicity’, of con-
cepts of ‘personal’ and ‘intimate’. It offers the communicative tools for
building on casual meetings and for initiating new relationships. Digi-
tal media enable young people to track ex-partners, future relationships
and provide them with easy access to peer-based interactions in general.
The technology mediates the introduction and conclusion of relation-
ships. Among teenagers, online relationships are usually formed with
offline acquaintances.

However, the very technology that offers the opportunity to control
their emotional disclosures has the potential to render youth more sus-
ceptible to risk. While teenagers have found online spaces in which
they can meet people, flirt, form and end relationships away from
parental surveillance, they find themselves exposed to the scrutiny of
their friends and peers. Adolescents’ experiences confirm the struggle
to establish a set of norms to shape the use of social media in rela-
tion to intimate relationships. Starting a relationship is less intimidating
since a range of social media allows young people to manage their vul-
nerability. The controlled casualness of mediated dialogues afforded on
social media is a form of emotion management and a way to control
vulnerability. The apparent flexibility and choice involved in online dat-
ing corresponds with the new kind of casual intimacy being generated
today.

However, this fluidity and choice is all too fragile when a break-up
happens. The challenge for today’s youth is coping with the public
nature of mediated break-ups. Students agreed that text message and
Facebook break-ups are morally wrong. When breaking up, their social
network sites play a key role by displaying the event. This means that
teenagers’ dating practices and intimate relationships occur in the con-
text of their networked publics (Ito et al. 2010). By sharing networked
publics, adolescents can follow and monitor ex-partners’ activities and
check their relationship status online after the conclusion of intimacy.
This high level of intimate publicity provides the means for teenagers to
retaliate for emotional injury and convey their anger to ex-partners.

Taken as a whole, the growth and popularity in online dating may be
interpreted either negatively or positively. Within a positive account,
online dating can be perceived as a self-directed activity that offers
greater choice and control for those searching for a partner yet also as
a sign of a fragmented and superficial society, exacerbated by a ‘long
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hours’ culture and lack of meaningful contexts for people to meet
beyond the frantic urban club scene. It may exemplify the social dilem-
mas of the ‘cash rich and time poor’ as a key feature of modern urban
culture and the atomised nature of interaction in urban environments.
The solution is to go online, to search for partners. Online dating may be
approached as an important channel for the search for and re-enactment
of traditional romance in difficult circumstances.

Conversely, while online romance confirms the late modern ethos of
agency, it also suggests that ‘romance’ is not a spontaneous, authentic
and passionate process but something necessarily calculated, stage-
managed and premeditated. The practices and meanings of meeting
partners and sustaining intimate relationships are being rethought.
They are being reconfigured as both contingent and engineered. Draw-
ing on Foucault (1991), we can say that the government of the self is
now taking place across several social media platforms. Neo-liberalist
ideologies of personal transformation are being articulated online as part
of the range of discourses of ‘personhood’. Self-presentation on dating
forums and social network sites is a particularly useful context for what
Paul Du Gay has called ‘entrepreneurial individualism’ or an enterprise
of the self (Du Gay 1996: 157). The reflexive neo-liberal subject must
use a self-monitoring gaze to engage in a continual virtual renewal of
the self. As part of the process of regulating and continually updating
the mediated self, digital dating can be viewed as a major project of
presenting and projecting a personal biography.



8
Virtual Communities and Online
Social Capital

Introduction

Social network sites are said to have the potential to create virtual
communities. In this respect, the medium’s particular affordances and
patterns of engagement have been viewed both optimistically and
pessimistically. On the one hand, online social networks have been
described as ‘virtual communities’ to highlight their socially beneficial
qualities and as an indicator of renewed ‘community’. The rise of digital
media has therefore generated hope about the recovery of community
in an electronic form through social network sites such as Facebook and
Twitter. On the other hand, negative claims have been made that heavy
social network site users are more likely to be socially isolated than occa-
sional users and that new technology leads to a breakdown of traditional
community. This negative account views online networking as a sign of
a fragmentation of identities and the disintegration of community. This
chapter addresses debates about the qualities of remote and face-to-face
interaction, the relationship between the two and how the societal dis-
advantages and benefits of these connections have been described and
assessed. It explores the ways that these online associations are thought
to affect social cohesion, participation and the generation of social capi-
tal. The concept of ‘community’, ‘virtual community’ and ‘social capital’
is therefore examined in relation to the idea of the ‘personal’ and ‘net-
work’ to consider the role of social network sites in fostering social
cohesion online.

The first section looks at the way ‘community’ has been used
to describe the nature of online personal connections. It begins by
examining the debates triggered by the term ‘virtual communities’
about whether social network sites promote sociability or community
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fragmentation. Some notable scholars claim that these new structures of
personal communication may be replacing traditional communities and
connections in a networked society. Hence the second section consid-
ers whether social network site connections generate social benefits by
assessing a range of empirical studies of ‘online social capital’. Whether
social interaction on social network sites enhance or complicate com-
munity belonging and also whether they enhance individual or social
well-being are issues investigated in this chapter.

The community, the personal and the network

As the previous chapters indicate, today’s social media have prompted
increased public interest in the concept of ‘friendship’ as a relation-
ship that embodies personal choice and agency. Similarly, the idea
of ‘community’ is a prevailing idiom linked to debates about online
connections and new social ties which carries positive meanings. The
community metaphor has a powerful influence on the way we think
about the nature of sociality on the Internet today. It is used by social
network sites themselves to articulate and enhance their ethos of social
connectivity as socially valuable. For example, Myspace.com refers to
the process of connecting as a ‘community’. In a recent internal search
of social network sites, Malcolm Parks (2011: 106) found 317,000 ref-
erences to ‘community’. However, arguments about a renewal or crisis
of community in the age of social media indicate that, like ‘friendship’,
the concept of ‘community’ is particularly malleable and unstable. The
question is: ‘How useful is it for understanding the social benefits of
social network site ties?’

The notion of ‘community’ as a positive form of online connectiv-
ity was evoked in the 1990s by the rise of online discussion groups and
other social venues. This idea of community corresponded with grow-
ing aspirations for interpersonal democratisation and the extension of
friendship to include more flexible relationships. The term ‘commu-
nity’ was brought into play in earlier online networks through the use
of the phrase ‘virtual communities’. Even though the concept contains
affective and historical deficiencies, ‘community’ continues to influence
popular ideas and meanings of today’s mediated networks. Considera-
tions about community or community-like experiences endure within
academic debates about contemporary mediated networks (e.g. Chua
2009; Fogel and Nehmad 2008; Sohn 2008; for a review, see Fernback
2007; Jankowski 2002). For example, Kate Raynes-Goldie and Fono
(2005) found that individuals were motivated to Friend one another on
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LiveJournal because, among other values, Friendship stood for ‘online
community’. Similarly, Jan Fernback (2007) confirms that individuals
interviewed about their online social activity generate meanings about
community through social interaction. Tufekci (2008: 547) refers to
social network site participants observing one another engaging in activ-
ities of connectivity ‘in an interlocked dance of community formation’.
Yet Parks (2011) contends that social network sites are not ‘communi-
ties’ in any particular sense. They act as social settings through which
various communities have the potential to be formed.

The term ‘community’ has strong nostalgic connotations, tradition-
ally generating feelings of friendliness, trust and belonging within past
debates about social ties. Scholars such as Tönnies (1957) argued that
urbanisation, industrialisation and rapid social and geographical mobil-
ity have undermined traditional cohesive and supportive communities
once linked by immediate ties of kin and locality. The sharing of a
geographical space is perceived as a principal marker of traditional
community in these early sociological writings. Respect for the group,
reciprocity between members and group self-sufficiency within speci-
fied physical boundaries are among the positive ideals that represent
traditional notions of integrated communities. Present-day delibera-
tions about the changing meanings of ‘community’ amongst academics,
politicians and policy makers coincide with concerns that modernity
has undermined traditional communities. The positive values of being
culturally embedded in a physical space have been set against pes-
simistic ideas of rootlessness, social isolation and individualism in
contemporary urban societies (Bauman 2001; Putnam 2000).

Putnam (2000) argues that the kinds of non-political, voluntary
organisations that are vital for civil society are declining. Public anx-
ieties about a decline of community and civic culture have been
articulated in relation to a rise in anti-social behaviour and a decline
of commitment and reciprocal responsibilities. The concept of ‘social
capital’ has been advanced as a way of identifying the shortcomings
associated with a lack of community ties and a way of engaging with
and measuring the benefits of such ties. In Bowling Alone, Putnam details
the severe decline of social capital in the United States from the 1960s to
1990s defined by declining participation in voluntary associations, clubs
and societies including attendance at public meetings, club or organisa-
tion membership, membership of parent–teacher associations (Putnam
2000). For Putnam, this process points to a weakening of civil society. He
blames media technologies: first television, then the Internet as causes
of the deterioration of traditional ties of social solidarity.
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A critique of this view of community decline was made by scholars
who studied ‘virtual communities’ to explain emergent online networks
of social relationships. Online networks were described as ‘commu-
nity’ ties with shared values and attitudes rather than shared proximity
(Baym 1997; Hampton and Wellman 2003; Rheingold 1993; Wellman
and Guila 1999). For example, Howard Rheingold spoke of networks on
the Internet as ‘virtual communities’, describing them as ‘webs of per-
sonal relationships in cyberspace’ (Rheingold 1993: 5). Although these
pre-Web 2.0 online connections sometimes progressed to face-to-face
encounters, the main focus was on initiating and sustaining online
connections. By drawing on psychological language or characteristics
of sociality, more generalised ideas of community emerged: as a cul-
ture, set of values and interpersonal attitudes (Anderson 1991; Calhoun
1980). Proximity was not centrally relevant. This earlier notion of vir-
tual communities is distinguishable from today’s Facebook connectivity
which is founded on a social network arrangement that initially brought
together self-selecting individuals from institutional and geographical
settings such as universities and colleges. Unlike virtual communities
of earlier times, these networked individuals used their real names as a
default and conformed to a set of norms and identifiable profile fields
(Ellison et al. 2011b).

Thus, while ‘virtual community’ describes online networks that dis-
play the psychological and cultural qualities of strong community with
little or no physical proximity (Willson 2006), today’s social network
sites are largely used to connect people with current or former geo-
graphical ties. As the previous chapters show, what makes today’s social
network site associations so interesting is not only the strong empha-
sis on informal, intimate and sociable affiliations but also the clear
linkage between offline and online connections as a cultural frame-
work for these connections. The question is whether or not traditional
community ties have been recovered in a new setting by enhancing
the cultural bonding and integration of disparate individuals through
online networks. Are close, face-to-face, geographically based, affective
communities that were apparently threatened during modernity being
recuperated in new ways online? Is it accurate to call the social ties on
social network sites ‘communities’?

As the previous chapters show, social network site use has clearly
been incorporated into and embedded in everyday life. Online network
engagement is not only highly significant for the young. It has also been
integrated into family life and become a central mediator in the ritu-
als of starting and ending relationships. For many users, then, social
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network site engagement is not a liminal or marginal experience. It can
form a major, structuring part of people’s ‘real’ lives. However, modes of
interaction developed through social network site engagement can vary
widely to encompass either ‘thick’ ties of family, kinship, friendship and
neighbourhood or ‘thin’ ties of acquaintanceship (Granovetter1973; see
Chapter 1).

Individualised patterns of connection

Although there are problems in employing the ‘community’ narrative in
an online context, common themes in the literature on community can
be identified to see if they have a presence on social network sites. The
idea of a ‘personal community’ as a more self-selected and more individ-
uated source of support (Wellman 1979: 1211, 1993: 433) was developed
from the 1960s onwards and extended in sociological discussions. How-
ever, for Wellman (2002), the community metaphor is inappropriate
because individuals in the same household can be members of different
personal networks. Computer-communication networks evolve towards
loosely structured, interpersonal networking, rather than tight, bounded
groups. Wellman states, ‘The broadly-embracing collectivity, nurturing
and controlling, has become a fragmented, variegated and personalized
social network’ (2002: 2). Thus, the concept of ‘networked individual-
ism’ challenges the idea of a collectivism or group activism initiated in
online interactions. For Wellman, computer-mediated communication
is not a symbolic online community of firm social ties and commitment.

The idea of a more individualised, personalised community has been
linked to the notion of personal ties encompassing associations of
friendship and represented as ‘hidden solidarities’ (Pahl 2005: 629; also
see Chapter 3). Importantly, these emphases are supported by studies of
family, kinship, social movements and community life in Britain which
have challenged the disjunction between ‘community’ and ‘individual-
ism’. Drawing on Durkheim’s concept of solidarity, Graham Crow and
colleagues (2002) highlight individualised patterns of connectedness in
their research into neighbour relations in the South of England. Most
respondents had strong neighbourly connections and were likely to
identify neighbours in their street as friends or best friends. However, the
study suggests that modern social bonds do not arise from a conscience
collective but, rather, through differentiation and individuation.

This and other contemporary neighbourhood studies indicate that
‘community’ no longer refers to traditional supportive networks as they
become more individualised (Crow et al. 2002; Morgan 2005; Pahl
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2005). These studies highlight much more personal ways of engaging
with social groups, as freely chosen activities (Crow et al. 2002). First,
individuals have to resolve conflicting responsibilities and expectations.
Second, social relationships are no longer tied to particular physical
locations (Pahl 2005). These approaches complement the perspectives
outlined in early chapters concerning the weakening of traditional social
boundaries which uphold intimacy as a private and personal activity
through reactions to work pressures, new family and intimate experi-
ences and a broad collapse of public and private boundaries (Jamieson
1998). While the term ‘personal community’ emphasises the signifi-
cance of chosen ties in the context of family and friends, as described in
Chapter 3, ‘personal community’ implies that a personal commitment
can achieve collective outcomes: that is, as a source of social capital and
resource for public policy.

Research by Jennifer Wilkinson (2010) suggests that personal commu-
nity and new solidarities that include friendship ties may offer the pos-
sibilities of more public and more collective forms of expression. As she
emphasises, the term ‘personal community’ relies on the integration
of two seemingly incongruent sociological principles: ‘community’ and
‘individualism’. On the one hand, the concept of community has been
linked with accounts of belonging, local solidarities, social commitment
and public and collective interests. On the other hand, individual-
ism encompasses notions of self-actualisation, individual achievement,
identity and personal autonomy. This apparent contradiction raises
questions about whether individualism has the capacity for realising col-
lective outcomes (Wilkinson 2010). Research on personal communities
has addressed this problem by approaching friendship as a resource: as
social capital with public value. Spencer and Pahl (2006) suggest that
personal communities can be used to achieve collective consequences.
It does not necessarily occur through a collective forum, but instead
through casual, private, informal social support.

In the case of social network site engagement, the question is whether
collective interests can be achieved on social network sites through
individualistic expressions and pursuits of self-fulfilment. Can personal
communities online create a new kind of friendship that combines inti-
macy and civility in the public domain? While the concept of ‘personal
community’ foregrounds the personalised and individuated nature of
social network ties, the term ‘network public culture’ (boyd 2007, 2011;
see Chapter 3) to describe online interactions takes this notion a step fur-
ther. It does so by explaining the significance of personal cultures being
extended into public realms, mediated through digital technology. This
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helps to advance an understanding of how personal networks, or ‘per-
sonal communities’ (Spencer and Pahl 2006), are translated into and
articulated as public networks in online settings. Importantly, these
networks are not simply ‘virtual’.

These networked publics may be approached as ‘personalised net-
worked publics’ in order to highlight individual endeavours to gain
personal control over online networks while emphasising the pub-
lic nature of social network site interactions and the new risks and
affordances involved. While the notion of ‘personal’ on social net-
work sites describes autonomous, individualised modes of sociability,
‘network’ foregrounds shared contexts and understandings without the
misleading connotations of ‘community’ which implies social commit-
ment and collective action. Yet the question is whether social network
site ties can create new solidarities. Is some kind of public participation
taking place through personal relationships, as inferred in the concept
of ‘personal communities’?

Social network sites as ‘communities’?

In a study of MySpace in the United States to detect whether social
network sites operate as ‘communities’, Parks (2011: 108) identifies fac-
tors that could be used to measure online community engagement: the
ability to engage in collective action, information sharing, shared ritu-
als and social regulation, a sense of belonging and attachment, and a
self-awareness of being a community. He contends that the concept of
‘virtual community’ can be drawn on to explain social network sites in
the sense that the sites provide the technological and social affordances
for pursuing online ‘communities’. The designers and promoters of
social network sites are right to emphasise the relational and commu-
nal potential of these sites. For example, MySpace offers easy access
to diverse groups of people, a variety of options for users to focus on
and communicate their personal interests, and is organised in such a
way as to foster communication and relational links among members.
Yet what is striking is the limited nature of this kind of ‘community’
engagement. Parks argues that the ‘building blocks of community’ hap-
pen far less frequently than usually thought. Thus, he concludes that
virtual communities are uncommon on MySpace: ‘That is, the portion of
users who are active enough, express themselves in individuating ways
often enough, and who interact with others frequently enough to gener-
ate the higher-order characteristics of community is quite small’ (Parks
2011: 116).
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However, Parks also found that a small number of highly engaged
users do exhibit features of community. Between 15 and 25 per cent of
members of MySpace met the minimum requirements for the forma-
tion of virtual communities by being active enough, having established
a clear identity and having forged enough social ties. He undertook
detailed case analyses of several of these highly engaged users, revealing
that active users essentially have networks comprised of local, geograph-
ically shared connections. Intriguingly, the biggest difference between
these engaged users and less engaged users is that the former draw more
extensively on pre-existing offline networks, especially their local net-
works. He cites one case of a 20-year-old man who had completed high
school in Texas with 79 listed Friends. Of the 67 Friends who gave their
location information, 66 per cent lived within 10–15 miles of the user.
In another case of a 17-year-old high school student in a town in sub-
urb of Dallas who had 105 Friends, all those who gave location details
(76 per cent) lived in the same town. This indicates that those with rich
offline connections who transfer them to MySpace are more likely to
become active users and to have strong online connections. The study
suggests that geographical proximity and pre-existing offline contacts
are highly significant for sustaining online communities. Parks states,
‘Importantly, these findings imply that virtual communities are not so
virtual after all.’ He goes on to say that ‘ . . . it may be more accurate to say
that virtual communities are often simply the online extension of geo-
graphically situated offline communities’ (2011: 120). These outcomes
concur with other research findings: that individuals who use social net-
work sites learn more about people they have observed or already met
in offline settings and are likely to feel more connected to their offline
networks (Ellison et al. 2009).

A further defining feature of community is the self-awareness of being
a ‘community’ and the ritualised sharing of information. While pat-
terns of interaction are observable in the public areas of social network
sites, there is confusion about the role and importance of a ‘public
commons’ (Parks 2011; Sohns 2008) in the life of these networks if we
approach them as ‘communities’. The positive attitudes of community
cohesion fostered in public areas seem to depend on private associations
among members of communities rather than, or as well as, conduct in
public space. Parks (2011) suggests that interlinked private networks
such as the dispersed networks on social network sites may actually
replace notions of the public forum. Rates of participation may well
be higher in these scattered networks than in the shared public zones
of these sites. Thus, the potential of collective action expected from
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traditional communities is present but not extensive on social network
sites. This confirms the much more personal nature of connections,
thereby echoing key features of the recent British kinship, neighbour-
hood and community studies mentioned above. Nevertheless, the idea
of a personalised networked public remains a useful one in the context
of mediated network ties. This term emphasises the personal control yet
also the problem or challenges associated with the public nature of the
interaction. Although these individualised networks are usually highly
personalised networks articulated in public spaces, they typically have
geographical significance.

In the following sections, the issue of social capital is addressed to
explore the potential social benefits of social network ties.

Online social capital

Informal and varied intimate bonds are now acknowledged by policy
makers to be key social resources within wider social support networks
as part of ‘social capital’. The term ‘social capital’ describes social prac-
tices that enhance cooperation between individuals for mutual benefit.
The concept is utilised in social policy as a value with which to measure
the ‘productivity’ of community networks including neighbourhood
ties, participation in clubs and voluntary associations (Putnam 2000).
In this way, social capital is employed to explain the benefits obtain-
able from relations and interactions between people through their social
networks. The question is whether small or wider circles of micro-social
worlds are now the most solid and enduring forms of social capital in
contemporary society and whether they flourish in mediated networks.

The term ‘social capital’ has its roots in the work of Bourdieu (1985)
and Coleman (1988), and has been advanced by Putnam (1995) and
Lin (2001). The concept was conceived by Bourdieu as a combination
of actual or latent resources associated with a stable network of ‘insti-
tutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintances and recognition’.
These networks involve key resources such as access to useful infor-
mation, emotional help and exposure to varied cultural beliefs. Social
capital tends to be approached as an asset, like financial or human cap-
ital, which is encompassed within the associations between individuals
and is gauged either individually or at the level of the group (Ellison
et al. 2011b). Explanations of social capital take into account the role
of social structure, social norms, mutual support, trust, flow of informa-
tion and solidarity. The term ‘social capital’ is now being employed by
scholars to understand the parallels and differences between resources
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generated offline and online. Online networks have been approached
as ‘online capital’ and also referred to as sociotechnical capital (Resnik
2001; Wellman and Guila 1999; Williams 2006).

Leading researchers of online social capital such as Ellison, Steinfeld
and Lampe (2006) are asking whether social network sites encourage
members to engage in activities that help build and maintain social cap-
ital. Does this form of online interaction provide the social benefits of
access to resources and practical solidarity? And if so, is an inability or
reluctance to engage in online social interaction a serious drawback to a
person by hindering their accumulation of social capital? While there
is continuing media speculation that online interactions impede the
development of relationships by discouraging people from participat-
ing in the ‘real world’, many studies have found that users of sites such
as Facebook are the least likely to be socially isolated (e.g. Hampton
et al. 2011). Yet studies of online social capital face a persistent problem
that the term ‘social capital’ is difficult to measure (Ellison et al. 2011b:
889). Nonetheless, the body of work that explores online social capital
has uncovered some distinctive opportunities and affordances offered
by social network sites. So far, this collection of research is largely com-
posed of quantitative, survey-based studies which provide important
clues about emerging social trends.

Putnam (2000) distinguished between two forms of social capital:
bonding and bridging capital. Bonding social capital refers to the ben-
efits gained from ‘strong ties’: close, personal, intimate relationships
in which support is exchanged in relationships with very close friends
or family members. This can include emotional or physical support or
other more tangible benefits such as financial loans. Bridging social cap-
ital refers to the forms of ‘weak ties’ described by Granovetter (1973):
loose, non-emotional connections that mainly exchange information.
Bridging social capital therefore identifies the advantages generated by
casual acquaintances and weak connections. These acquaintances can
also result in positive effects such as new information from remote, weak
connections and access to other people’s belief systems. Social network
sites seem to be well placed to offer social benefits from weak ties even
though early research was pessimistic.

Early research indicated that the Internet causes seclusion and alien-
ation which then has a detrimental effect on social capital. It was
initially thought that individual’s social networks and well-being were
reduced (Kraut et al. 1998). However, a second study found not only
that these outcomes fade over time but also that those individuals with
robust support ties gained more benefits than those with weaker ties
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(Kraut et al. 2002a). It was claimed that because the type of people
who use the Internet are highly sociable to start with, the technology
does not necessarily enhance sociability. But it was also argued that
time spent using the Internet reduces the time available for face-to-face
interactions.

Further early research came to conclusions that differed from both
of the above findings by suggesting that the Internet should, instead,
be regarded as a supplement to other social connections. A study by
Hampton and Wellman (2003) discovered that the Internet did not sub-
stitute other kinds of communication such as telephone or face-to-face
contact. Instead, it was used when other means were not accessible.
However, a study by Wellman et al. (2001) found that the Internet did
not affect amounts of use of other types of communication and that
it complemented participation in political and other organisations. One
of the most fascinating outcomes to emerge was that Internet users were
found to be more connected to their offline networks than non-users.
This was denoted by the better information they had about neighbours
and improved interaction they had with them (Hampton and Wellman
2003). Thus, this range of early research suggested that the Internet did
not change social capital. Instead, it functioned as an additional enhanc-
ing facility if used in combination with other kinds of contact (Quan
Haase and Wellman 2004).

Studies have also found that social network sites may not neces-
sarily increase the number of strong ties that people have. However,
there is evidence that this technology may support the formation and
maintenance of weak ties, thereby increasing the bridging social capi-
tal of its users (Donath and Boyd 2004). Following Granovetter (1983),
who argues that a substantial network of weak ties provides benefits
derived from wider access to more and varied information, researchers
found that social network users can use their large number of Friends as
acquaintances to help them find employment or information. The value
of bridging social capital is exemplified by the discovery that individu-
als whose social ties include a broad variation of occupations tend to
gain more help in circumstances such as searching for jobs or acquiring
health information (Boase et al. 2006). Thus, social network sites seem
to facilitate the creation of social networks by reducing the financial and
temporal costs of communicating which, in turn, involves social capital
benefits. This is because the medium makes it easier to communicate
with and keep up-to-date with hundreds or even thousands of ‘Friends’.

Three distinctive sets of online behaviour that enhance social capital
have been identified by Ellison et al. (2009) in a study of Facebook use
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among college students in the United States: first, initiating behaviour
which assessed the use of Facebook to meet strangers or make new
friends; second, maintaining existing close ties; third, information-seeking,
learning more about people with whom the user had an offline connec-
tion. The least common use of the social network site was for initiating
contacts. By contrast, the practice of maintaining was the most frequent
activity, thereby supporting earlier findings that Facebook is commonly
used to link up with existing or latent ties than to meet strangers.
However, the only significant predictor of bridging and bonding social
capital was information-seeking, which is discussed in further detail below
in relation to online trust. Facebook members who used the site to find
out information about latent ties, rather than to engage in random
‘friend collecting’, were more likely to accumulate social capital from
their use of the site.

Ellison et al. (2011a) argue that students who are Facebook users are
likely to gain from a widened social network by bridging with other
networks and being exposed to new, different ideas and information.
At the same time, they may also expand their bonding capital by
having supplementary modes of communication for sustaining close
friends (Ellison et al. 2011b). Importantly, social network sites are said
to facilitate the potential to turn latent ties into weak or strong ties
(Hayworthwaite 2005: 137). However, given that Facebook is not nor-
mally used to connect with strangers, Ellison et al. (2011b) suggest that
users may be less receptive to these advances. Nevertheless, some social
network sites facilitate the interaction of ‘friends of friends’ which offers
users access to an even more diverse set of weak ties. It provides individ-
uals with beneficial skills on how to handle, speak to and deal with the
conflicting opinions represented by others, which may generate social
capital effects (Burt 2009). So far, then, the overall evidence suggests that
the Internet offers opportunities for individuals to increase their bridg-
ing social capital by providing more possibilities for interaction with
people beyond their close network. Social network sites are able to act
as ‘social supernets’ by expanding the number of weak ties a user can
maintain (Donath 2007; Donath and boyd 2004).

However, these online opportunities may exacerbate existing offline
social inequalities. Evidence suggests that the aim of Facebook CEO
Mark Zuckerberg is to organise the site to become even more person-
alised and humanised in order to encourage users to treat their circle
of friends, family and weaker ties such as colleagues and peers as their
main source of information when searching for a doctor, plumber or
a best buy product, rather than doing a Google search, for example
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(Fenton 2012). Through this process, online networks tend to inten-
sify and expand the exchange of like-minded people. As Fenton (2012)
points out, this process of online social capital may actually sustain
social inequalities through zones of exclusion configured by class, race
and gender. These online inequalities are likely to echo offline informal
networks established through ‘who you know’.

Online trust

The effectiveness of sharing information online is not only dependent
on who you know but also on levels of trust. Giddens (1991) argues
that, in response to the fragmentation of traditional community rela-
tions and the uncertainties they trigger, trust has become indispensable
to sociality in the late modern era. This seems to be confirmed within
approaches to social capital as trust has been identified as one of the
core features of social capital (Patulny 2005). So, how is trust defined
and how does it feature and work within networks? Two kinds of trust
have been identified in relation to social capital: generalised trust and
particularised trust (Uslaner 1999a, 1999b). Generalised trust is related
to faith in strangers. It refers to emotional-normative trust and is linked
negatively to information because it involves an altruistic, moral trust
rather than rational calculation (Patulny 2005: 3). Particularised trust is
rational trust linked positively to information (Patulny 2005). However,
Mary Holmes (2010) argues that in present-day society trust is often
based mainly on emotions. Since individuals do not usually have the
knowledge required to make a fully rational decision, they often have to
rely on feelings about things and activities or on an aesthetic: a liking
for a person, persons or thing (Holmes 2010: 149). This notion of emo-
tional trust appears to correspond with the motivation to trust others in
online contexts.

Recent studies of Internet connections indicate surprisingly high lev-
els of trust among users and that degrees of online interaction are
positively related to generalised trust (Best and Krueger 2006). Similarly,
the findings of a study by the US Pew Research Centre suggest that social
network site users are more trusting and more sociable than non-users
(Hampton et al. 2011). Over two thousand American adults were inter-
viewed in the Pew study about their use or non-use of social network
sites. It was found that social network site users usually have a wider
circle of close friends, are more trusting and receive more social sup-
port than their non-networked counterparts. Facebook users are likely
to receive 50 per cent more social support, emotional support and
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companionship. Indeed, high users of social network sites are more than
three times more likely than non-Internet users to feel that most people
can be trusted (Hampton et al. 2011). Interestingly, the survey was con-
ducted during the US elections in 2010. As well as having more close ties
they have also been identified as more politically engaged than those
who are not network site users.

A survey on trust by Dwyer et al. (2007) also found that online
trust involves a willingness to share information, with trust and usage
goals affecting what people are willing to share on sites. Facebook users
expressed greater trust in Facebook than MySpace users did in MySpace
and were therefore more willing to share information on the site. Sig-
nificantly, the extent of a person’s social network site use and their
level of trust seem to be a predictor of bonding capital (Tufekci 2008).
This is also confirmed in a study of Facebook by Meredith Morris et al.
(2010) who found that trust is a significant factor in users’ decisions to
ask questions through the site. Facebook users tend to trust responses
from Friends more than from strangers and prefer asking questions on
Facebook rather than search engines, indicating that Zuckerberg’s vision
is being enacted. This technique of information gathering was preferred
by users because it provided additional opportunities to connect socially
with their network.

In a study by Vitak and Ellison (2012), participants described a further
benefit in relation to their Facebook Friend network: the fact that there
was a pre-existing relationship in place. For instance, when ‘Monique’
needed advice on what medicine to prescribe for her daughter, she said
she preferred posting the question on Facebook rather than using a
search engine:

. . . because a lot of people deal with similar things. So especially with
kids, they know exactly what to give a child and what not to. When
you Google it, they just give you a list of medicines. You don’t know
if the medicine works or not. You talk to somebody else who has a
child and know that they gave it to their child.

(quoted in Vitak and Ellison 2012: 11)

Vitak and Ellison explain that the authenticity and shared experience
involved in gaining information from a known connection prevailed
over the less personal information that Monique would have received
from a Google search. And this sentiment was echoed by other partici-
pants in their study. Evidence suggests then that more personalised the
advice, the more highly valued it is and the more likely to be regarded
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as trustworthy. Thus, the ‘generalised trust’ related to faith in strangers
(Uslaner 1999a, 1999b) described above does not appear to be a com-
mon feature of social network site trust in this study. However, Vitak
and Ellison point out that there may be disadvantages to this process
of obtaining information since, following Granovetter (1973), network
composition is likely to be too homogenous and dense, made up of inti-
mate and wider friendship ties of like-minded people, rather than more
diverse networks linked to wider information. And they also point out
that:

While having a smaller network on the site may diminish users’ abil-
ity to access new information and ideas, users may be purposefully
limiting Friend connections due to privacy concerns, constituting
another barrier to using Facebook for information needs.

(Vitak and Ellison 2012: 11)

They illustrate this through the case of another participant, ‘Nancy’,
who was conscious of this problem as she kept a low Friend count
(30), rarely made disclosures through the site and described herself as
‘a very private person’. When asked whether her unwillingness to share
personal information online restricted the value of the site to her, she
stated, ‘Yes, definitely. I don’t get as much out of Facebook as I think
a lot of people that I know do.’ As Vitak and Ellison (2012: 12) put
it, ‘For Nancy, the risks associated with sharing personal information
on Facebook outweighed the potential benefits to sharing information
through the site, even when her potential audience was limited to close
friends.’

While Vitak and Ellison found that participants identified both bene-
fits and constraints in using Facebook for information-seeking purposes
as a key form of bridging social capital, they also discovered a signifi-
cant difference between weak and strong ties in this process of trusting
others online. They state that some participants doubted the authentic-
ity of support provided only through the site precisely because it was so
easy to post a short comment or ‘like’ a post. They suggest that Facebook
may be better positioned to act as a facilitator of support through other
channels, particularly for those who have these concerns. They draw
on Haythornthwaite’s (2005) idea of media multiplexity to explain that
close ties interact through a wider range of channels. Although Facebook
may offer an excellent channel through which weak ties can offer sup-
port, strong ties are more likely to be activated to post information on
Facebook as a way of initiating communication through a more private



Virtual Communities and Online Social Capital 157

channel, for instance a phone call or face-to-face meeting (Vitak and
Ellison 2012: 13). Trust is usually approached as a process that develops
over time, as ‘incremental trust building’ (Gilbert et al. 2010). However,
in the case of social network sites, it seems that trust relies heavily on
bonding capital and, hence, that emotional trust is being exercised based
on knowing and liking a person. And, importantly, this medium is being
used in combination with other social media, in a polymediated envi-
ronment. Yet Vitak and Ellison’s findings suggest that we can tentatively
describe this emotional trust as strategic since it is used as a way of open-
ing up further interaction with ‘significant others’ initiated through this
digital connection.

People searching and reconnecting

Studies of proximity have, for some time, indicated that proximity
between two individuals increases the chances that a relationship will
form (Verbrugge 1977). Thus, a way of approaching the relationship
between Facebook use and social capital is by taking into account the
relationship between physical proximity and relationship development.
Friendships are regularly formed according to where a person lives,
works, attends school or spends leisure time, given that there are more
prospects for communication (Kraut et al. 2002b) and because proxim-
ity decreases the effort required to initiate a relationship (Kraut et al.
2002b). Ellison et al. (2011b) argue that Facebook use extends these
proximity-based social processes in two ways. First, it allows those who
formed a relationship through physical proximity, and then lost that
proximity, to maintain or regain the relationship. High school students
moving to college, people moving jobs or family moving are examples
of this. Second, Facebook can reinforce relationships formed through
proximity that would be too fleeting to survive otherwise. They give the
example of two students who meet through class who may connect for
the duration of the class due to forced proximity. When that proxim-
ity is removed, the relationship may not survive the rise in the cost of
maintaining the tie. However, Facebook makes it easier to keep what
they call ‘lightweight contact’ with each other even when the benefits
of proximity are no longer available.

Thus, one of the most significant strategies in social network sites use
is to connect with people from the past. In a longitudinal American
study that compared activity between 2006 and 2009, Madden and
Smith (2010) found that users of social network sites are much more
likely than non-users to search for information about others in their
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present or past lives. Users are more likely to search for information
about people with whom they have lost touch than non-users: 64 per
cent of social network site users have searched for information about
someone from their past, compared with 30 per cent of non-users. They
are also more likely to be younger Internet users, college graduates, par-
ents, broadband users and wireless users. Young people lose touch with
past friends fairly early on in their lives through progression to college
or work in new geographical surroundings. Likewise, young adults who
become parents are juggling major life changes of cohabiting or mar-
riage and bringing up children. These groups are finding that social
network sites form a useful, fast medium for recovering past friendships
that were lost after moving into a long-term relationship and moving
in together. Social network sites are, then, playing a central role in
reshaping intimacy and friendship as mediated intimacy by facilitating
the recovery of past personal connections. Since we live in an age where
geographical mobility is on the increase, reconnecting with past friends
is becoming an important feature of our lives and of online personal
communities.

The practice of searching for information about others is clearly not
restricted, then, to checking up the details of new, current or former
partners in the context of dating. In terms of family relationships and
the maintaining of personal communities of family and friends, it is
significant that Internet users are becoming much more inquisitive
about their relatives in an online context. Thirty per cent of users have
searched for information about their family members online. And, of
course, this is even extended to the popularity in using online fam-
ily history websites which provide services in undertaking searches for
family trees. Madden and Smith (2010) also observed that new con-
nections encourage new searches with 19 per cent of site users having
searched for information about someone they just met or were about
to meet for the first time. The search for social network profiles and
photos has increased significantly over time. In the age of social media,
a Facebook profile is likely to receive more traffic than a resume or
biography on an employer’s website. Over time, ‘people searchers’ are
gradually more likely to search for social network profiles than to seek
information about someone’s professional activities or interests. Again,
men are more likely than women to initiate this kind of search (41 per
cent of men compared with 31 per cent of women). People who have
a college degree or reside in higher income households are also more
likely than those with lower levels of education or income to seek out
this kind of information (Madden and Smith 2010).
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On the other side of the coin, people seem to be managing their
social contacts more selectively. Over half of social network site users
have ‘unfriended’ contacts from their networks (56 per cent), by delet-
ing individuals from their friends list, if the numbers of contacts become
excessive or certain contacts are no longer wanted. Just over a third alters
the information posted about them by others and a third removes their
name from photos labelled to identify them. Over half have prevented
people from observing updates. Young adults are the most practiced
in this type of social network organisation. Madden and Smith (2010)
found that of users aged 18–29, 64 per cent have removed individuals
from their network or friends list. This compares with 52 per cent of the
30–49 age group and only 41 per cent of older users between 50 and 64.
Although deleting ‘Friends’ from one’s network is now common prac-
tice, some participants prefer to tune people out rather than to defriend
in order to avoid offence. Certain features can be used to filter out peo-
ple from a person’s site, such as the ‘hide’ function on Facebook which
excludes selected individuals from friends’ updates on the News Feed.
Madden and Smith (2010) found that as many as 41 per cent of users
have filtered updates posted by some of their friends. While those aged
18–49 are the most likely to filter updates in this way, only a third of
those aged 50–64 are likely to do so.

Conclusions

Like the concept of ‘friendship’, the notion of ‘community’ has had
a commanding influence on the meanings and values associated with
mediated social networks by presenting a language of social cohesion
and optimism. The continuing appeal of the discourse of ‘commu-
nity’ is exemplified by the employment of the term by social network
sites themselves to describe their attributes and capabilities for net-
working. The idea has been combined with that of ‘friendship’ by
these sites to generate positive connotations of sociality. Both concepts
express powerful ideals. However, while ‘friendship’ conveys buoyant
notions of choice and compatibility, it also contains potentially anti-
social elements of individualism and self-absorption which generates
concerns among communitarian scholars. The term ‘community’, on
the other hand, expresses the less risky and much more stable features
of solidarity, commitment and collective action.

Overall, social network sites such as Facebook are well designed to fos-
ter social interaction because they have the ability to perform the three
major tasks that support relationships offered by other mediums such
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as cell phones and email but all in one package (Ellison et al. 2011b).
First, social network sites allow individuals to identify those with shared
interests, for example through Groups or searchable profile fields. Sec-
ond, they enable self-expression through the profile, providing numerous
chances to share information about cultural tastes, friendship networks,
political views and other dimensions of the self. Third, social network
sites offer multiple opportunities for public and private communication
which can be broadcast and yet targeted and may be lightweight and
yet more substantive (Ellison et al. 2011b).

The range of studies of online social capital implies that users who
are able and inclined to participate in certain social network site activ-
ities are more predisposed to gain social capital benefits. Research on
social capital demonstrates that social network sites provide technolog-
ical affordances that not only enhance bonding capital but can also
foster weak ties known as bridging capital. Thus, public spaces are being
stretched out to allow individuals to embrace and benefit from the kinds
of social ties that would be difficult to sustain offline. Strong, close, inti-
mate ties described as bonding social capital rely on media multiplexity
(Hayworthwaite 2005). Close friends, families and intimates are likely
to make use of numerous, varied methods of contact including face-to-
face interaction, texting, phoning and Internet. This is in contrast to
the way weak ties tend to be maintained since these are likely to rely on
one, asynchronous method (Ellison et al. 2011b).

The question is whether the kinds of personal narratives expressed on
social network sites can be fused with more public or communal aims
of civil engagement and collective action. By way of an answer, this
chapter has highlighted the individuated, personalised nature of social
network ties in relation to debates about the way ‘community’ has been
used to describe online connections. I argue that the term ‘network pub-
lic culture’ coined by boyd (2007) helps to elucidate the importance
of personal cultures being extended into and mediated through public
realms. The networks do not exhibit features of virtual ‘community’ in
the conventional sense. They are, instead, personalised public networks
that correspond so closely with the physical or institutional spaces that
people inhabit, including the recovery of past links based on proximity,
that notions of virtuality may be misleading. Nevertheless, the transfor-
mation of ‘personal communities’ into personalised networks in public
contexts through mass self-communication (Castells 2009), as exempli-
fied by the 2011 UK riots (see Chapter 2), the 2008 Obama presidential
campaign in the United States and the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2011 indicates
the potential for a shift from personal to collective interaction. As such,
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this process can be approached as a latent resource in the context of both
social capital (Bourdieu 1985) and media multiplexity (Hayworthwaite
2005) which has significant consequences for the nature of sociality.
Although beyond the compass of this book, this points to the evolving
potential for a personal register to be used to generate complex political
support (Papacharissi 2010).

Overall, the series of studies about online social capital suggests sev-
eral trends in the context of mediated intimacies and wider online
friendships. First, a significant predictor of social capital is the use of
social network sites to trace and find out about people with whom some
kind of offline connection has been previously established. A second,
related trend is that sites such as Facebook increase bridging capital by
enabling individuals to sustain larger sets of weak ties. Social network
sites perform as ‘social supernets’ by expanding the number of weak ties
a user can maintain (Donath 2007; Donath and boyd 2004). These sites
allow individuals to transform ephemeral connections into lasting ones
(Ellison et al. 20011b). Facebook profiles can also overcome some of the
obstacles that get in the way of initial interaction by creating common
ground.

A third trend within these mediated networks is a stretching of the
scope of available information sources. A network of casual acquain-
tances and close friends is well tailored for supporting impromptu
advice-seeking (Ellison et al. 2011b). Larger diverse networks with a mix
of strong and weak ties are more likely to consist of a wide range of indi-
viduals who share a peripheral connection but can also serve as resources
for new information. A fourth, related feature is that studies are uncov-
ering high levels of trust among site users. Yet findings suggest that
trust is a predictor of bonding capital. This kind of online trust could
be defined as a strategic, emotional trust since it seems to rely on close
ties rather than connecting with strangers, and it is often treated as a
channel for generating further interaction with significant others. How-
ever, Fenton (2012) warns that online social capital may uphold social
inequalities through modes of social exclusion based on class, race and
gender which are likely to reflect offline informal networks.

Thus, in answer to the question about whether online personal com-
munities resolve the contradictions surrounding the pursuit of personal
concerns in a public context, the evidence suggests that most activity on
these sites tends to be of a personalised nature. Importantly, however,
they offer the technical affordances and the social possibilities for mak-
ing the kinds of connections envisaged by ‘virtual communities’ and to
enhance the social capital that lies within them.



9
Mediated Intimacies

Introduction

The employment of the term ‘friend’ to describe all social connections
on social network sites is not a coincidence. A strong social drive already
existed before the era of social media to identify new kinds of interper-
sonal relationships based on choice, agency and equality. This impetus
corresponds with a particular set of tendencies involving changing
interpersonal relationships during late modernity. Chapter 3 addressed
the significance of the individualisation thesis advanced by late mod-
ern theory which implies a democratisation of intimacy, characterised
by diversity and flexibility in emotional intimacy. Importantly, this
process of detraditionalisation paves the way for a more fluid and tran-
sient notion of intimate connections, beyond the family to incorporate
friendship and to acknowledge the social significance of looser, more
flexible ties. The intention of this book has been to develop a theory
of mediated intimacy in order to contribute to an understanding of the
changes in today’s personal relationships in the context of social media.
The task in this final chapter is threefold. The first is to draw together
the key issues raised in previous chapters in order to identify and con-
firm the key features of digitally mediated intimacies. Focusing on the
mediation of close and loose associations among youth, adults and fam-
ilies, we have seen that the concept of ‘friendship’ emerges as a powerful
tool in shaping contemporary meanings of social connectivity. How and
why this ideal binds together all mediated connections as personalised
networks in articulating digitally framed relationships is addressed.

The second objective is to examine the ramifications of mediated
intimacies by focusing on the characteristics and organisation of the
mediated self in late modernity. It asks what kind of self is being
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constructed and presented, particularly in the context of social net-
work sites. The technological affordances of social media comprise social
choices that can be approached as processes of governmentality. Neo-
liberal discourses of agency and choice are highlighted to explain today’s
project of the self in the context of networked publics. How individuals
present online selves and gain a sense of autonomy within new, flexible
modes of sociability is examined.

The third objective is to consider the commercial framework in which
mediated networks such as Facebook are embedded, and what the
effects might be on the nature of interpersonal relationships. A number
of tentative observations are made which indicate that the media-
tion of intimacies through commercially structured communication
technologies has implications for the nature of personal ties online.
In conclusion, I suggest that we have entered an era in which ‘friend-
ship’ becomes both a potent exemplar of individuality and personal
choice and a global marketing tool to influence our personal tastes and
patterns of consumption.

Mediated intimacies

A range of more fluid personal relationships has become central in pro-
viding intimacy and companionship in an individualising world, and
these relationships have become pivotal to people’s core values. The
idea of an autonomous intimacy signifies the emancipatory potential
of all relationships. It sets the scene for the rise of an elective inti-
macy. Intimacy is now defined as a means of expression and affective
fulfilment (Plummer 2003). Within this thesis of a democratisation
of interpersonal relationships, the late modern concept of ‘friendship’
seems to echo Aristotle’s (1955) philosophy: friendship is not simply
a more inclusive relational paradigm. It is also conceptualised as an
ideal relationship: entered into voluntarily and marked out as egalitar-
ian by emphasising positive attributes of respect, mutual disclosure and
companionship. This approach offsets the pessimistic tones of those aca-
demic and public discourses that advance the idea of a crisis in personal
relationships and community.

Marked out and celebrated as a valued relationship in late modern
society, friendship also has important strategic attributes. It becomes a
social marker of equality and reciprocity. Changing patterns of intimacy
that value and privilege friendship exemplify not only a democrati-
sation of relationships but also a repersonalisation of relationships
through aspirations to make them more meaningful, to extend their
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positive attributes and to use them to explore one’s multifaceted iden-
tities and desires. The structure and dynamics of online relationships
correspond with these ideals. In an age of ‘networked intimacy’, love,
friendship and moral values have become renewed sites of an engage-
ment with ‘the other’. However, importantly, face-to-face and phone
interactions are not being replaced by instant messaging and social net-
work site use. Rather, among all social groups and particularly among
teenagers, interpersonal communication is stretching outwards from
face-to-face interaction to embrace a wide range of multiple commu-
nication technologies.

While all social ties are mediated in some way or another, in the
digital age mediated intimacies emerge to encompass distinctive fea-
tures which I have identified in earlier chapters. I shall foreground each
of these intersecting features in turn, first by identifying the ways in
which mediated intimacies are technologically and socially structured
and then by identifying the type and content of relationships being sup-
ported through these structural tendencies. First, the structural elements
of mediated intimacies comprise the following interrelated elements:

• highly personalised channels of communication;
• a personalised network public;
• specific technological affordances;
• a diverse polymediated environment;
• a re-socialisation of media.

Second, these structural elements support the following types and
content of interaction as key features of mediated intimacy:

• connections articulated through a ‘friendship’ discourse. This includes
a ritualisation of friendship and the rise of a hyper-friendship;

• the rise of a personalised public discourse;
• expressed through an informal register;
• the staging and management of identity;
• the accumulation of distinctive social benefits of connectivity;
• the evocation of a sense of personal choice and individual control,

including the rise of a mediated pure relationship;
• an accent on the moral questions associated with choice of medium

for conducting relationships.

I shall elaborate on each of these elements of mediated intimacy
in turn. Mediated relationships are articulated and negotiated through
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highly personalised channels of communication which, at the same time,
can be highly public. The research outlined in previous chapters con-
firms that although social media platforms such as social network sites
provide the technological tools to sustain extensive weak ties, they
are mainly used to maintain relationships among a relatively small
number of contacts and in conjunction with other personal media chan-
nels. Greater possibilities for intimate contacts online are now being
offered, leading to a reappropriation of social networking within a
personalised network public which implies the personal choice and indi-
vidual control involved in the type and content of mediated intimacies.
While social media are capable of connecting large groups in local and
global networks, and certainly do so in times of social crisis and rapid
social change (see Chapter 2), they are more frequently used to make
connections between a close circle of friends and family.

Mediated intimacies also operate within relational media structures
in a diverse media environment, a polymedia environment in which
several mediums are likely to be used regularly to keep in contact
with intimates and selected according to the circumstances and emo-
tional register required (Madianou and Miller 2012). The more intimate
the relationship, the more media platforms are involved in supporting
the interaction. Social media draw on specific technological affordances,
that is, attributes and opportunities offered by the particular medi-
ums. These affordances include persistence, replicability, scalability
and searchability (boyd 2011). Mediation brings together the techno-
logical and the emotional (Madianou and Miller 2012: 2142) in the
sense that the technological affordances lend themselves to a partic-
ular emotional register or mode of articulation. Thus, the medium
itself and the combination of mediums in which it is used is a pow-
erful indicator of the degree of intimacy involved and being expressed.
Mediated intimacies thereby entail a re-socialisation of media. The recip-
rocal attributes of social media technologies shape social interactions as
personal exchanges.

In terms of the type and content of relationships, today’s mediated
intimacies are being approached and categorised largely as friendships.
Social network sites compel us to categorise our network connections
as Friends however strong or weak the ties and whether they com-
prise family members, friends, friends-of-friends, work-related contacts
or acquaintances. Hence, what makes social network sites unique is not
that they allow individuals to meet strangers, but rather that they enable
users to publicise their personal connections (boyd 2007). These medi-
ated relationships are articulated as informal by drawing on an informal
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register. Thus, a discourse of casualness and spontaneity typically frames
the interactions particularly on social network sites. Yet the informal
tone that characterises these online intimacies can nevertheless support
more intense, more complicated and more problematic interactions:
they can be banal, passionate or disruptive. Informality evokes the use
of a particular vocabulary of emotions and feelings associated with dis-
closing intimacy (Jamieson 1998), and with jocular familiarity which
invokes equality.

These mediated friendships are performed within a personalised public
discourse which implies a focus on self-identity, personal as opposed to
political details and objectives, and involves an increasing permeabil-
ity of public and private. This is related to the creation of a personal
networked public (boyd 2011) which brings together the notion of a
‘networked individual’ linked into ‘networked publics’. These personal
networked publics are made up of personal communities or ‘micro-
social worlds’ (Pahl and Spencer 2004) and organised by networked
technologies around media audiences, texts, emotional exchanges and
the sharing of cultural artefacts such as family photos, video clips, jokes
and homilies.

The informality being expressed in interpersonal communication also
coincides, paradoxically, with a ritualisation of friendship as a feature
of mediated intimacies. Despite being set within an informal and per-
sonalised discourse, friendship ritualisation refers to the practice of
publicly proclaiming friendship through the publicisation of our lists
of contacts. This practice amounts to a new ritual of social connec-
tion. Friendship ranking, popular among the young, which involves
the listing of one’s top friends in a ranked order, is part of this prac-
tice, indicating a new process and category of what we might call
hyper-friendship. Hyper-friendship indicates an increasing dependence
on the process of selecting and grading online Friends according to sta-
tus for the construction of self-identity, rather than solely emotional and
reciprocal factors associated with family and companionships. Thus, by
having the potential to operate as personalised networked publics, social
network sites involve the staging and management of identity through self-
presentation. The process of self-presentation is configured by imagined
audiences and marks a contemporary mode of self-reflexivity or ‘regime
of the self’. The mediation of this staged self is the topic of the following
section.

Mediated intimacies take place within networked publics that gen-
erate distinctive social benefits of increased sociability through the
extension and development of weak ties. This has been highlighted by
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research outlined in Chapter 8 regarding online social capital. Social net-
work sites are playing a central role in reshaping intimacy by facilitating
the revival of past connections. This practice of retrieving lost personal
ties is indicative of the age we live in, exemplifying the fallout from the
geographically and socially transient nature of late modern life. In this
respect, informal communication technologies such as social network
sites are perfect tools for reigniting past ties, for mending the fractures
that ensue in our life trajectories.

The diverse technologies of social media seem to contain democratis-
ing features in the sense that these personalised mechanisms of commu-
nication apparently offer immense choice and personal control in fostering
mediate intimacies. Several options are now available in the selection of
a medium appropriate to the receiver and subject matter of the mes-
sage. The technological affordances of social media match aspirations
towards the pure relationship by allowing a sense of control over the rela-
tionship, uncluttered by power and privilege. As Madianou and Miller
(2012) argue, the polymediated context of today’s personal communica-
tion technologies offers opportunities to evoke the impression of a pure
relationship, particularly during times of great change involving geo-
graphical mobility and the social upheaval experienced by transnational
families. Being able to conduct and maintain intimacy at a distance is
a great comfort in times of discord. However, this choice of medium
increasingly involves moral issues in addition to technical and finan-
cial matters. The re-socialisation of media as interactive and reciprocal
reflects the fact that mediated intimacies entail moral questions about
choice of use (Gershon 2010; Madianou and Miller 2012). The techno-
logical attributes offer users extensive opportunities to upset, demoralise
and humiliate intimates, former intimates and weaker associates, partic-
ularly in the case of relationship break-ups and online bullying. Choice
of medium entails a moral act to be judged and reflected upon because
the individual and combined use of communication medium conveys
the level of intimacy.

Thus, in terms of personal control and choice, mediated intimacies
are increasingly being governed by sets of conventions or tacit rules
to organise the moral dimension of communication. The technologies
of texting, social network sites and tweeting can offer a sense of per-
sonal control to manage the kinds of vulnerabilities involved in making
a more emotionally intense connection. Indeed, the more personalised
and varied the interaction becomes, the more we attempt to control
our interactions since all interactions entail potential interdependence
and therefore potential emotional and social risks (Baym 2010: 129;
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Broadbent 2010). New media offer young people opportunities to man-
age their sense of emotional risk in the context of dating, as shown
in Chapter 7. However, at the same time, these norms are much more
than just online protocols or ‘netiquette’. Referred to by Gershon as
‘media ideologies’, they comprise beliefs about how the various medi-
ums should be used and, significantly, they vary from person to person
thereby demonstrating the nascent qualities of social media. Thus,
while social media offer the possibility of selective sociability, through
increased choice and agency, they also highlight issues of accountability.

Social media such as social network sites are, then, eminently suited
to new modes of friendship as casual, transient and playful yet also as
intense, passionate and enduring. Conventional and new meanings of
friendship are performing side by side in this new digital space.

The mediated self

A key feature of mediated intimacies is the staging and management of
identity in online contexts. This digital epoch accentuates the project of
the self and the prevailing question: ‘who am I’? How people present
the self, as a reflexive subject, and gain a sense of control in these
networked publics becomes a central issue. Producing and networking
online content is becoming an essential process for managing one’s
identity, lifestyle and social connections. The online presentation of
self involves the kind of symbolic interaction described by Mead and
Goffman and has evolved into a form of self-display to articulate friend-
ship links and serve as an identity marker for profile owners. This
self-management of online identities is becoming increasingly elaborate
and involves the juggling of complex, multidimensional relationships.
As part of this process, adults and teenagers are negotiating ‘Friends’ to
stage their identities (Livingstone 2008). The project of the online self is,
then, being cultivated through three levels of generalised others (Mead
1934): as imagined audiences (boyd 2006a), more specific ‘generalised
others’ and named ‘significant others’ (Holdsworth and Morgan 2007).
The accent on individualism foregrounds the idea that the individual is
constantly subjected to pressures and constraints from beyond the self.

Ideas about the prospects for increased social cohesion associated with
the technical affordances of social network sites chime with powerful
sentiments of personal autonomy. Individuals are expected to culti-
vate their self-presentations and shape their demeanour according to
socially acceptable standards while always articulating the construction
and performance of identity as freely chosen. However, at the same
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time as offering personal choices, these networks require meticulous
and conscientious management of the self as modes of governmentality
and self-regulation within uncertain and risky public contexts. In this
respect, as indicated in Chapter 4, social network sites have evolved
into significant sites of self-regulation compatible with neo-liberal dis-
courses of agency and choice. Hence, the neo-liberal subject comprises
an individual who constantly needs to reinvent him- or herself (Rose
1999).

Certain key demands are made of the individual that are specific to
these new, simultaneously personalised and public technologies. While
Mead and Goffman’s symbolic interactionism confirms the underlying
interactive nature of the construction of self in an online as well as
offline context, Foucault helps foreground self-government: the way
in which subjectivity is self-regulated. In his exploration of a geneal-
ogy of subjectification, Nikolas Rose (1996) highlights the issue of
‘our relation to ourselves’, in the reflexive mode which allows us
to understand the way that identity or subjectivity is being shaped
through online self-presentation as a form of self-regulation. Following
Foucault (1991), Rose (1999) argues that neo-liberalism entails a mode of
governmentality that functions across several social spheres and concep-
tualises individuals as the entrepreneurs of their own lives (Rose 1999).
As mentioned in Chapter 7, online self-presentation in these contexts
can be viewed as a process of ‘entrepreneurial individualism’ or an enter-
prise of the self (Du Gay 1996: 157). In particular, social network sites
and online dating forums offer the perfect environments for the contin-
ual updating of the self involved in today’s self-presentations. Through
online self-presentation, the self has become the object of a regime of
subjectification.

Neo-liberalist ideologies of personal transformation are now being
articulated through online publicity. The self functions as a regulatory
ideal on social network sites as part of our projects of life planning
and conducting relations with one another. In this way, the online
presentation of self becomes a technique of self-regulation. Online
self-presentation comprises a virtual renewal of the self. The network
site individual profile is presented as a personal source of power yet
requires constant monitoring, surveillance and remodelling. Individu-
als now have to build their own personal brand by emphasising their
qualities and learning how to ‘sell’ them by launching a ‘personal vis-
ibility campaign’ (Peters 1997: 83). This trend demonstrates a shift
towards a self-policing, a self-monitoring gaze in the reflexive neo-
liberal subject. Thus, an unmediated subject is rendered a fragmented
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subject. The mediated self in a public network represents a new form of
citizenship.

Social network sites are shaping our conduct in desired directions by
driving us towards public discourses of ‘the personal’ through declara-
tions and categorisations of our relationships, likes and dislikes and so
on. Alice Marwick (2005b: 12) goes so far as to suggest that they expose
‘identity, self-presentation and relational ties, with the result of remov-
ing value and signification from the network’. Social media compel us
to experience ourselves as autonomous beings with personal command
over the technologies. Rose refers to a ‘passional ethic’ which obliges
the person to disclose themselves in terms of a particular vocabulary of
emotions and feelings (Rose 1996: 141). While Foucault talked of the
hierarchical observations of institutions such as prisons, schools and
the asylum as technologies, we can talk of the technologies of social
media techniques such as the practice of confession and self-disclosure
as ways of drawing the person into a range of schemes of self-scrutiny,
self-disclosure, self-analysis and self-nurturing. We are simultaneously
facilitated and governed by the organisation of social network sites
within a technological field.

Social network sites now form a key dimension of the self-regulation
of personal biographies through the use of certain vocabularies and
accounts of the self online. As Rose (1996: 143) states, the modern
subject has been required to identify and expose his or her subjectiv-
ity, so that there is nothing privileged about ‘private life’. Within new
technologies of the conduct of self, ‘ . . . the person is presumed to be
an active agent, wishing to exercise informed, autonomous and secu-
lar responsibility in relation to his or her own destiny’ (Rose 1996: 145).
While the ‘personal’ is heralded by conferring agency and control on the
individual, it is reconfigured and compromised through a personalised
public network culture. Drawing on Rose’s ideas, we can say that social
network sites authenticate and endorse the idea of the autonomous sub-
ject. And this brings us to the problem of the commercial context of
social network sites such as Facebook.

The commercial framework of personal relationships

In this book, I have argued against moral panics about the social
anxieties associated with a crisis about interpersonal and community
relationships and for a more considered and comprehensive study of
the contours of a new, mediated set of intimacies. However, I wish
to end on a more circumspect note by addressing the implications of
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a Western and globalised social media structured largely by commer-
cial imperatives. Realising the predominantly personalised nature of
communication between individuals on social network sites and the
commercial potential of this medium, big business is propelling a fun-
damental transformation of the Web. It is therefore worth considering
the impact of these processes on the nature of mediated intimacies. The
question is whether mediated intimacies and related looser ties are being
moulded by commercial agendas and if so, does it matter?

The status of Facebook as an online directory for a vast share of the
world’s population (including their names, images, personal interests,
wishes, likes and dislikes) allows this leading social media company to
generate profits from the use of members’ personal details by customis-
ing advertisements and segmenting audiences (Castells 2009). At the
time of writing, when its shares were floated on the stock market amid
speculation about future profits, Facebook was accumulating $5.11 of
revenue per user.1 Our online activities leave digital tracks which can
be followed and analysed in order to be sold to advertisers to sup-
port what Fuchs (2009) calls ‘deep commodification’. And Facebook
boasts that it has 3.2 billion Likes and Comments per day.2 Although
the implications have yet to be clarified in marketing terms, this prac-
tice is not a sideshow. Through a new form of social marketing which
involves targeted advertising, a commercial agenda has become embed-
ded in our online conversations. By clicking on the ‘Like’ symbol so
that particular brand names are ostensibly adopted as ‘friends’, advertis-
ers are attempting to encourage users to endorse their brands in the
context of mediated intimacies and friendships. In this way, brands
receive free exposure on users’ profiles in the form of a recommenda-
tion. Promotional messages figuring an ordinary customer can be sent
by marketers to the friends of that customer. They disclose an indi-
vidual’s browsing patterns and buying practices, and include implied
product endorsements (McGerevan 2009).

The process of ‘Liking’ is now being adopted by young people in pre-
senting themselves through status updates. For example, teenagers are
posting ‘cool’ or mad pictures of themselves or personal announcements
and inviting others in their network to endorse and ‘Like’ the message
in the way advertisers do. If few Friends respond or if the performance
is ignored, the invitation to ‘Like’ the user is hastily removed. Prod-
uct endorsement and self-endorsement are colliding with one another
and blurring through the use of similar codes. New relations between
consumer goods and services and self-presentation are, then, emerg-
ing in the context of sites such as Facebook. Through self-presentation
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and the embedding of product endorsements, these commercial prac-
tices evoke a particular model of the user. The repertoires of personhood
presupposed by social network sites are interrelated with technologies
of marketing and the shaping of consumption. Marwick (2005b) argues
that by encouraging people to express their identities through entertain-
ment products such as music, films, books and television programmes,
applications on social network sites manage the user primarily as a
consumer rather than a citizen.

A significant and enduring myth about social network sites is that
these technologies have been created by those who use them. Together
with the use of benign terms such as ‘Friend’ and ‘community’ and an
appealing sense of agency associated with them, this illusion evokes
an egalitarian framework. Yet, as Mark Andrejevic (2011) suggests, the
concept of ‘friendship’ is being colonised by the potential of economic
investment returns, within the commercial context of social network-
ing. He points out that the prospect of social network sites being
governed by a marketing logic has been anticipated by the title of
an investment note on social networking put out by Lehman Broth-
ers – ‘How Much Are your Friends Worth?’ (Foley 2007) – and by the
Facebook application ‘Friends for Sale’ which invites participants to
‘Buy people and make them your pets! Make money as a shrewd pet
investor or as a hot commodity’ (Facebook 2009a, quoted in Andrejevic
2011: 85).

Market researchers are currently exploring ways to tap into and influ-
ence the active opinions, ad-clicks and web usage patterns of ‘power
users’ in order to influence the tastes and consumption patterns of
mediated friendship networks. Site users with high connection num-
bers who can act as ‘social supernets’ by expanding their weak ties
(Donath 2007; Donath and boyd 2004) have been identified in mar-
ket research as ‘influentials’. Initially, the ‘linear cascade’ model or
‘word-of-mouth’ model (Goldenberg et al. 2001) attempted to predict
how users in a network influence network neighbours when adopting
a new behaviour through ‘viral growth’. More recently, Wilson et al.
(2009) identified a core set of ‘power users’ or well-connected users of
Facebook, finding that half of all interactions are made by the 10 per
cent most well-connected users. However, the idea that the most effi-
cient and influential ‘spreaders’ in a social network are inevitably the
best connected people has since been disputed (Kitsak et al. 2010). Some
marketing theories are moving away from the notion of ‘influentials’,
convinced that small linked groups of friends are now more significant
in spreading information and trends (Adams 2011).
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As connection patterns among friends and intimates on social net-
works confirm that individuals move in small circles and trust relatively
few people, market research is further focusing on trust among small
friendship networks. Findings suggest that individuals tend to source
information informally through trusted personal networks. Thus, Paul
Adams (2011), Global Brand Experience Manager at Facebook and for-
merly leader of Google’s social research team working on Google+,
recommends that marketers target small, connected groups of friends
rather than highly influential individuals. Corporate actors are now
realising the highly personalised nature of much communication
and exploring the commercial possibilities of this trend. Accordingly,
researchers like Adams (2011) predict that studies of social network
sites and measures of closeness and trust will increase over the next
few years, with a shift from a focus on ‘public influentials’ to influ-
ential personal friends (see, for example, Farmer 2009). Commenting
on the marketing/commercial possibilities that can be generated from
knowledge about social networks, Adams’ advice to advertisers and
marketers is:

If we want ideas to spread, if we want people to evangelize our brand
and for their messages to spread, we need to focus on everyday peo-
ple, and understand how their groups of friends are connected. This
is where marketers will start to focus their attention in the next year
or two. This is our opportunity. Many connected groups of friends.

(Adams 2011)

However, of significance is the recent US research finding that most
adults do not want Internet marketers to tailor advertising to their
interests, particularly when it entails online data collection and moni-
toring (Turow et al. 2009). Issues of commercialisation, privacy and trust
are, then, likely to be at the forefront of concerns about the kinds of
structures influencing the context of mediated intimacies.

With online relationships increasingly being framed by market princi-
ples, the question is ‘what codes of knowledge support these commercial
ideals and to what ethical rationalities are they connected?’ Social net-
work site companies face the dilemma of juggling these commercial
prospects with the apparently contradictory issues of privacy and trust.
These companies must ensure that they do not destroy the sense of
reliance and discretion perceived and valued by users or attract reg-
ulatory inspection. The practice of supplying large corporations with
wide-ranging data for online marketing, business promotion and the
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study of personal ties is being viewed by many as an anti-democratic
trend that leads to a mode of civic privatism (Fenton 2012).

It seems that within the arena of the ‘personal’, the concept of
‘friendship’ presented in today’s digital epoch entails a clash of values.
It becomes a site of tension in the context of social media. Aristotelian
attributes of egalitarianism, respect and mutual disclosure appear to be
in conflict with commercial and strategic notions of networking for
product marketing and promotion of self. Trust and morality in the
context of commercial impulses are being highlighted alongside ques-
tions about the moral imperatives associated with the re-socialisation
of media. Thus, the moral dimensions of mediated intimacies and net-
worked friendships not only involve codes of behaviour about personal
responsibilities to avert offence and power abuse within interpersonal
communication but also involve social media marketing ethics. In an era
when agency and personal autonomy are revered, users of social media
are increasingly concerned to ensure they protect their control over the
technology to avoid becoming brand carriers. Future moral and ethical
debates about the protection of mediated intimacies and wider social ties
need to address the nature of commercial power as well as state regula-
tion during crises such as the 2011 riots (Chapter 2). However, since the
polymedia environment that supports today’s mediated intimacies fos-
ters more flexible, complex and multifaceted modes of communication,
friends and wider personal networks may find novel ways to circumvent
the negative features of commercial forces. Media multiplicity coupled
with a stronger public and collective awareness of social media ethics
may generate the technical and social opportunities for individuals to
keep a step ahead in sustaining their mediated personal networks.
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