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Youth Connecting Online: From Chat Rooms to Social
Networking Sites

Natalia Waechter, Kaveri Subrahmanyam,
Stephanie M. Reich and Guadalupe Espinoza

Abstract

As media is rapidly changing and different technologies are gaining a
losing favour, youth are adapting to these changes in ways that support th
developmental needs, This chapter will present research, which demonstra
that as online contexts have changed and evolved, so have young people
behaviours within them; yet at its core, these behaviours remain connected

important offline developmental concerns. We do this by presenting resy
from our own research on chat rooms and social networking sites as well

drawing from other recent research on young people’s online lives, We beg
by describing an Austrian-American study on chat rooms, which was fit
published in 2005 in German. Using participant observation and analysis

chat room conversations between teenage boys and girls, the stuc
concentrated on adolescents’ gender and ethnic identity negotiations in tl
public space. The second study was conducted at the Children’s Digit
Media Centre (CDMC@LA) and examined young people’s use of soci
networking sites; it was presented at the ‘Cybercultures’ conference {4
Global Conference: Cybercultures - Exploring Critical Issues, Salzbur
Austria, March 13-15, 2009) and was recently published in the Jowrnal

Applied Developmental Psychology.! The study investigated emergin
adults’ online activities, their use of social networking sites fi
communication, and the overlap between their online and offline soci;
networks. After describing both studies, we will relate them to other relevar
literature on chat rooms and social networking sites and compare the differer
ways that young people vse the currently popular social networking site
compared to chat rooms, which have been around longer. We will show ho
- regardless of the seeming differences in online activities - both forms ¢
online communication are important playgrounds for young people’
development of identity and Intimacy.

Key Words: Emerging Adults, Identity Development, Intimacy, Onlin
Communication, SNS, Web 2.0, Chat Rooms, MySpace, Facebook.,
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152 Youth Connecting Online

1. Introduction

A growing number of young people worldwide spend their leisure
time on the Internet communicating with others online. The most commonly
used online communication tools are email, social networking sites, blogs,
instant messaging, and chat rooms. In this chapter, we will focus on our
research on chat rooms and social networking sites as well as relate this work
to other relevant research that has examined teenagers’ communication
through these online contexts. Whereas chat rooms have been used for more
than a decade, social networking sites are a relatively recent tool for online
communication. However, both offer similar and unique ways for users to
connect with others. In this chapter, we will highlight two aspects of these
tools; First, we show that the technical and communication characteristics of
chat rooms and social network sites lead young people to use each of them
very differently and for different reasons. Second, as different as these
applications and the behaviours within them are, we argue that young people
use them, nonetheless, to ultimately connect to others and support their own
individual development.

Since the introduction of the Web 2.0, social networking sites
{SNSs) such as MySpace and Facebook have become especially popular
among adolescents and emerging adults. The numbers of new members are
still increasing: For example, in 2008, 68% of German online youth, age 14-
19 years, reported having used social networking sites (for private reasons),
whereas in 2007 it was just 40%.> In addition to online social networking
platforms, young people in some countries are still using chat rooms as a tool
for online interactions. In 2008, almost half of the young German population
aged 12 to 19 reported chatting at least sometimes, and 29% reported chatting
several times a week.

Capitalising upon quantitative and qualitative research, this chapter
will focus on two of our studies, one on chat rooms and the other one on
social network sites fo demonstrate how youth use these platforms for
addressing developmental needs such as identity formation and social
connect. The Austrian-American study on chat rooms, which was first
published in 2005 in German®, investigated adolescents’ use of chat rooms
{chapter two) in two countries, Austria and the U.S.A. Using participant
observation and analysis of chat room conversations between teenage boys
and girls, the study explored adolescents’ gender and ethnic identity
negotiations in both contexts. The second, study cartied out at the Children’s
Digital Media Centre (CDMC@LA), examined young people’s use. of social
networking sites, and was presented at the ‘Cybercultures’ conference (4th
Global Conference: Cybercultures - Exploring Critical Issues, Salzburg,
Austria, March 13-15, 2009); it was originally published in the Journal of
Applied Developmental Psychology’, and investigated emerging adults’
online activities, their use of social networking sites for communication, and
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the overlap between their onl; i i
1ne and offline social networks
College students in Los An i o e pter poree)
( geles, CA, USA participated in a tw .y
‘ s 5 05t
;}1 lxivhmh they were first asked to complete an in-person survey an? tcllleeilgn,
w?thn:; }sltér;:gpliie'r :hat ciag. A ﬂivarﬁ'ety of questions about online activities aszll
Interacted with the most face-to-face, via inst i
° ; A A ant

and on social networking sites were included in the surveys, W]ﬁfls: afé?ga:

. 7
i\gztrixa Centre’ and focusec.i on how social networking sites are used ¢
€S5S c;;e developmental issues, especially gender identity °
e will discuss our studies and the r '
] elated research using a two.
E;(;?ag;g _a}:tjproai.h ‘écléapter four): On the one hand, we wil] showgthatw:]?e
ristics of Web 2.0, which are re resented i i i i
(such as more visualisation inste i “bosod commuun g siies
: ad of mostly text-based communicati
' ; ] ‘ unicatio

fégwdmg a broader senp—pubhc audience), lead to a differentiated use of I;h(::[
ms compared to social networking sites, On the other hand, we argue that

2 Xd;r;ﬁty in Teenage Chat Rooms
olescence as well as emerging adulthood ha i
. e as 3 s been described
centra! period for 1dent1ty. development.® Particularly in western wor?ilsa
emerging adguIts are believed to be stilf working on their identity
achievement, o entty
e 1o I‘\{Igny .au,tl}grs have commented on the diverse uses being made of
concentn ; entity’. . Twp opposed positions can be identified: The ‘strong’
Wherezs ?held;gnty implies akﬁmdamental and durable sense of selfhoog!!
re recent ‘weak’ concept stresses the fluidity, i ’
: " co : Impermanence,
complexity, and context sensitivity of identities, often f"ocusi.)ing on the

sglrzlz:;gedgi a c‘ombination of cligversity and fluidity on the one hand and of
conimuity on the other.™ The concept of th
bave only anerngd o8 e Pt ot the self-stresses that people
/ s Y aspects of self-identit i
¢ : : ¥, some of which ma
more primary.”™ Identity formation happens through questioning ):11}1)(613

ToC
3 S 1me tl Il, trlal and
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Chat rooms are public online spaces, wh_ere participants t;;n
participate in multiple simultaneous conversations _w1th other users. dctht
providers usually offer not only one, but many dlfferer}t f?orr;ls, an te
participants can choose which room they want to chat in.” T e sefpara e
rooms tend to target certain groups, (e.g. a certain age group coming from ?
particular city or region) and can deal with a range of topics, although bger};r_elt‘t
chat rooms also exist. Most chat rooms that teenagers use tend to be tl‘
chats’: the young chatters want to get to know new people for romantic
i unicate with them. . .
merest agcalr(;;ﬂhors like Turkle, who wro‘.ce about the I‘nfor.matlon lzzlnd
communication technologies, speculated that vn'tEJal comm_umcgt%on pmv}x1 es
the opportunity for young people to try and. live new identities, ds?t? re;i
‘gender swapping’ in which teens can identify themselves as a di 12 a
gender." In contrast, more recent studies have found that young é:oetop e d
not often change their identities whe.n f[hey ‘corgmumcate onéme, _budrselo“:
display their offline gender and sthnic identity.” The study escnfe clow
also shows empirically that adolescents do not use chat roomsfct);; ;greown
swapping, but instead seem more focused on the development of the

offline gender and ethnic identity.

. Research Design ‘ .
A Re Qualitative data collection took place 2002-2003 in two geographic

areas and with different ethnic groups: in V}enna, Austria, with mlgr:etnﬁt y;gih
from Turkey and former Yugoslavia, an'd n 'Los Angelgs, US%n Wllesy tooi
Mexican-Americans.'® Data collection, in Vienna and in Los ; ge ;wjth
place in youth cenires, where teenagers came regularlly inthe a Jem:)?;lle vith
the intenfion to chat. Most of the 80 young people in the study a o time
were between 14 and 16 years old, with a mean age of 15. Whereas e11 el
group of Mexican-Americans was quite homogeneous - tﬁleby were a ug o
and first generation immigrants from Mexico - the muc 1%§erc (;grug 11-3 of
young people in Vienna was very h?terggeneous. Turkey was le cogy of
origin for most of the boys, for the girls it was the former Yugos a(\if (;)r N
of them were first generation immigrelmts and some were secon
istributi equal. _
e Th%izgge:Jrflfﬁrelb;ﬁi?:ig:zt gbservation method?' for datg collection,
the true identity of the participant.s Wal_st cc:ﬁﬁr;i::btlilénczxégzﬁzlélgw It'lees;a;;g
about online communication this is quite the ; s When one
collects online-data (e.g. online—conversatmns),. one oftezll oes 11f1 » who
hinds the online personas. Sometimes online profiles 0

:;Tarll'g:elljtihe owner’s offline identity in all aspects, e.g. the acijole:cgn;}tfe;r :lg'l:
study often did not provide their real age when chat‘tmg lgut a aﬁ e

to their chat partners’ age which, of course, may be “fake’ as well.
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Throughout the participant observation, the main focus was on
collecting and analysing chat room conversations. For data collection,
Waechter sat down next to the teenagers, followed their online conversations,
and then asked them to copy and save the conversations. Additionally, she
interviewed the girls and boys about their online-conversations and took
detailed field notes. For data analysis, Waechter used the method of
conversation analysis, and, more precisely, the ‘Santa Barbara School.’
Whereas classic conversation analysis as it was grounded b;/ Sacks™ is not
led by theory but only by data, the ‘Santa Barbara School’” also takes into
account the institutional context and provided theoretica) assumptions into
the analysis. This approach is also referred to as studies of ‘institutional talk’
and studies of 'talk and social structyre’2*

B. Chat Rooms as Experimental Rooms

traditional value system would not approve of. Typically, the teenage chatters
reported that they did not know their chat partner in real life, but may have
met before in an online chat room or were ‘buddies’ on instant messenger.
For boys, the objective of chat communication appeared to be finding a girl
who was willing to chat with them, and then, throughout the chat
conversation trying to get a date with the girl (which, as they reported, never
happened). As analysis of the interviews and the chat conversations showed,
the girls’ focus seemed to be more on the conversation itself, without having
the goal of a date, They reported that they did not use chat rooms to meet g
chat partner in real life, but to have exciting and entertaining conversations, >

C. Gender in Teenage Flirt Chats

In both samples (Los Angeles & Vienna) researchers found that the
use of teenage chat rooms provided a chance for loosening traditional values
that determine gender-specific behaviour of migrant youth. The results
indicate that girls were taking the opportunities that the online context
provided them, and they were clearly experimenting. Their behaviour in chat
rooms differed from how they were expected to behave in offline contexis
(and as observed in the youth centres). This was especially troe for the
Mexican-American girls, but also for the Yugoslavian-Austrian girls, who
used the conditions of chat rooms for their benefit. Unlike typical teenage
cross-gender interactions offline, in chat rooms they cannot be Jjudged by
their physical appearance. This may have allowed girls to focus on the
content of their conversations in a more self-confident way and to bring in
their own desires and needs. Some boys appeared to be surprised by the
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strong and demanding behaviour of the girls, as illustrated by the following
interview excerpt:

o]

mickeygiri90921: i asked you a question

[]

mickeygiri90921: you dicn't answer my question

[
mickeygiri90921: are you busy
sophmoorl6: not really
mickeygivl90921: answer my question

mickeygivl90921: scroll up ur screen
sophmoorl6: o 1987

mickeygirl90921: so your going to be 15
saphmoorl6: no im gonna b 16

mickeygirl90921: when next year

sophmoorl6: no in a couple of months my birthday is in
January

mickeygirl90921: ok

fd

sophmoorl6: u dont veally like me 2 much do ya?
mickeygiri90921: why

sophmoorl6: I dunno

mickeygiri90921: you seem a nice guy
sophmoorl6: o

o]

‘Sophmdorl®’ seemed to misinterpret his chat partner’s behaviour. She
insisted upon receiving an answer which he thinks is a bit rude and made him
believe that she was not interested in him. An alternative interpretation of her
behaviour also seems appropriate; because she was interested in him, she
really wanted to know his age. This observation demonstrates how the girls
were more active in their conversations compared to face-to-face cross-
gender conversations.”

Nevertheless, in such teenage flirt chats, the display of gender is as
important online as offline. For example, the observed boys and girls as well
as their chat partners used their first chance to display their offline gender
identity in presenting themselves with nicknames that enabled the chat
partiers to attribute gender membership., Analysis shows that girls have to
make their gender membership explicit in order to be recognised as girls,
which means they have to use girls® first names or add ‘gir]’ to the name. The
results also show that boys do not need to do that, if a nickname is gender

——— -

e ——
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neutral everyone regards the

L ey € person as male. There were no cases of
swapping or gen.der bending. Rather, the observed young people fsencllfr
assumed their offline gender in the online chat space P e

The girls used the nicknames to ‘

. Th ] present themselv
;a;tra.ctlnf];e, in ’th‘e Austrian sample typical names were e‘SS.::ygﬁl’lalg
thansiu; omba '( Blond Bomb’). The nicknames the boys chose referred to

eir life style, interests and activities, Typical names were ‘SubCuLtuRe’ or

?c;}cna}nes - tpe girls presented themselves ag sexually attractive, the boys as
ot ve in IIJubhc life - the_ young people displayed their gender me;nbership In
sample of the Mexican-American girls, they used the first question‘ to

;};eil fhar;:tr_ $ aget, sex and location.”’ These are Jjust some of the ways that the
1cipants attempted to ov imitati i i
environmens p ercome the limitations of the disembodied

f;oild:grﬁ ?t;acgix'ﬁléuildsh license plate numbers to their nicknames (e.g
T Betiil68’), or by using other references to thei i igin
(e.g. ‘Trabongiizeli’ = ‘Beauty from T; ’ Kizh — o oo Ei0
: rabon’ or ‘Daglarkizi’ = ‘Gir £
Mountain’), Interestingly, i i s, 1t v
¥, 1n the sample of Mexican-American girls, i
;bz;ra‘ied ntlha? thEe longer they had lived in the USA the more lﬂcefg;r'fl;sé;twvgi:
only in English and not use Spanish or a n;ix of Engli
nglish and Spani
31;3;1;1{11}‘; Il;Iovtv:evier, even for those more acculturated to theghost countf;?;g
08t’s langnage, ‘racialised’ proble i i
the following conversation thread: F ey oo s Hlustated i

[
;nastasia] 3> how do you look like
ubCuLtuRe> black spiky hair with b
brown eyes, skater o onds, 173 sal
SubCuLtuRe> you??
anastasial 5> what
SubCuLtuRe> how do Yyou look like
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anastasial 5> brown hair, green-brown eyes, white in the
Jace

SubCuLtuRe> white in the face?

anastasial 5> yes why

SubCuLtuRe> what does that mean?

anastasial 5> how do you look like?

[]

The boy ‘SubCuLtuRe’ does not know how to interpret the information that
his partner is ‘white in the face’. Whereas for her, it is normal to present her
complexion her description was not conventional or easily interpreted by her
chat partner, this does not scem to make any sense to him. As a supposedly
native Austrian, so far he has had no reason to assume that his chat partner
has a migrant background. Also, he is not familiar with complexion being
part of a person’s description. In this case, the conversation ended very
quickly, quite possibly because of the misunderstanding. However, there
were also examples of conversations where the sudden appearance of
different ethic memberships did not disturb the flow of the chat.

E. Gender and Ethnic Identity in Chat Rooms

Comparing the relevance of gender and ethnicity in chat room
conversations, it seems that gender is even more important for a successful
teenage flirt chat conversation. For instance, the analysis found that
someone’s perception of ethnic membership may switch without causing too
much problems for the continuation of the conversation. That would not be
possible if someone becomes suddenly aware regarding their conversation
partner’s gender. In contrast, because of adolescents’ goal to chat with a
potential romantic partner and their overall heterosexual orientation, we have
to assunie that a young person’s ‘gender bending” would disturb and probably
end the conversation. The observed girls and boys try hard to not chat with a
user who displays the same gender. If they cannot tell for sure by the
nickname, they ask immediately for the chat partner’s gender before
continuing with the conversation. In the context of teenage flirt chats, girls
have to chat with boys and boys with girls. In the whole period of participant
observation only once was it observed that a girl pretended to be her offline
best friends’ male chat partner - for.fun and with the knowledge of her best

friend.

F. Other Research on Chat Rooms and the Development of Identities

Along these lines, in their chat rooms study, Subrahmanyam,
Smahel, and Greenfield added a developmental perspective and found that
identity information was gprovided more often by participants who described
themselves as younger.”” They noted that many chat nicknames seem to

T e T —
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gonder A qua;titative analysis of recorded chat conversations has found that
was the most popular catego, f i
was_ ry of the adolescents’ idens
declarations, Thesq rescarchers also found that nicknames were uszlclltlzy
i};};l:fgalgenglgg/ 1deniC;11t1es.I For example, for participants who stated that the;
€, 0270 used male connoted nicknames where ici
N as for the partici
g;ho stated that _they were female, 49% used female connoted m‘Pclmanf:sfl E
nece 1t was typical for those participants to first ask their chat partners for

Regarding ethnic identities, Gr 3
- : » Greenfield et al.* also re ort T
et. al.’s™ finding that teenage chatters identified themselves on tlljle bas}g1 ecf%‘

not j

ol %]itliits’gie:;dotfl af[:otl}:)ur []f a};lnpear to be exploring ethnic and racial
€ us¢ of chat rooms seems to éncourage i i

: : ( ' roo ge inter-ethnic

mtn:-,ractxo;}fl which may otherwise be limited in face-to-face contexts,?

achie e re_sea,rc_h pres_entgd so far has shown that the process of

ac th:em?pt of identity, which is a primary adolescent concern, is continuyed

i onime context of chat rooms, Adolescents use these flirt chats to

- such interactions. Those chat conversations may contribute not only to the

development of their gender identity but also to their ethnic identity.

3. Relation between Youne p s . .
Social Networking Sites g People’s Online and Offline Networks:

In the period of adolescence and emergi
) . ging adultheod there
bas%c Fievelopmental challenges: identity achievement and the develzll;int:rr:t)



160 Youth Connecting Online

adults also use online communication and online intercormections for offline
concerns such as the need to interconnect with others.?
One central new commumnication tool of the Web 2.0 is social
networking sites, which are especially popular among adolescents and
emerging adults. What differences do we find in young people’s use of chat
rooms versus social networking sites? There are several specific features that
may also influence how these communications tools are being used: Whereas
the use of chat rooms is mainly text based, social networking sites allow and
support visualisation, for example, users can upload pictures and videos to
their social networking site. Another difference is that a profile on a social
networking site typically has a larger audience than a chat conversation. Also,
we have shown that in teenage chat rooms, users typicaily have not met their
chat partners offline before. For the study presented next, we investigated
whether young people using social networking sites use them for
communicating with people whom they also know offline. Because research
of social networking sites has just been emerging in the Anglo-American as
well as in the German-speaking area, questions still remain as to what exactly
young people do on these sites and with whom they interact.’” The question
that often has been raised but not sufficiently answered yet is about the
‘online-offline-connection’, especially the influence that online activities
through social networking sites has on offline lives. Also at the
‘Cybercultures’ conference one topic of discussion was whether online
interactions have to be regarded as ‘real’ experiences with a significant
impact on one’s offline live.
These concerns prompted the survey study of emerging adults,
carried out at the Children’s Digital Media Centre (UCLA). Some of the

questions examined were:

v The prevalence and frequency of college students’ use of
social networking sites, ‘

Their reasons for using these sites,
Whether they present their ‘offline self’.

Who they interact with online and whether these are offline
friends as well.

Whether they feel their online activities have any affect on
their offline relationships.*®

At the ‘Cyberculture’ conference, the results of two questionnaires were
presented: The first was a paper-and-pencil survey given to students in the
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Department qf Psychology at California State University, Los Angeles. Th
::;ogd ]gluestmn_naire was administered online later that day. It speciﬁcallfv
. . S
pmﬁcu?afg; ;nhne and offline activities and the use of the Internet on that
The sample consisted of 110 college students; ¢ ivided

ger{de.r. They ranged in age from 18 to 29 yeégrs with a meagiﬁiyog\,ll(?dTEy
majority (78%) were between 18 and 23 years old and the sam ,Ie'w N
ethmically diverse, The majority of participants were Latino (51%) anltji Asi .
(20%). Other ethnicities in the sample were (in order of their frti:ql.w:nca)]il
Whlte/Caucasian, Mixed, African American, Native Hawaiian/PaciBf;c:
Islgrgder, and Middle Eastern (all between 10% and 2%). With regard t
religious affiliation, 66% identified themselves as Christian, and almost Z
Quarter reported no religious affiliation, ’

A, Usage of Social Networking Sites

Of our sample of 110 college students, 86 (78%) r i
profile on a social networking site. Although m(ore ))rott:r?;n;c:e: azfég%;;
rgpo}'ted having such a profile than young wornen (75%), this was not Oa
significant difference. Having a profile page on a social networking site was
not related to the students’ ethnic group membership or religious affiliation

Of those students who had a profile, 61% reported having only o-ne
apd 34% reported having two or three profiles. A few (5%) had four, five or
SIX accounts on social networking sites. The majority of participa;ts u;ed
MySpace (88%). This was similar to the findings of Lenhart and Madden
(2007), who found that 85% of teenagers using social networking sites have a
MySpace profile. In our sample, only 8% had a profile on Facebook, and
frver; Iegsdl'_iad onz;n Xanga, Bebo, or other sites, Although more recéntiy

ends indicate that Facebook i ing i i ’

adlonorSicate young s s becoming increasingly popular among

The majority of participants in our sample could be characterised as
frequent users: 57% reported checking their account or other people’s profile
at least once a day (half of those had their profile open all day or checked it
several times a day). Another 23% reported visiting social networking sites
every two to three days, and only 20% said that they go to such sites once a
week or less.*®

B. Reasons for Using Social Networking Sites

In orc.’}er to assess why emerging adults had an account and their
reasons for using it, participants with SNS profiles (n=86) were asked to
fndlcate all of the statements that applied to them from a list provided with 12
items. Thff results suggested that the most common use of these sites was 1o
Interact with offline friends with 81% listing ‘to stay in touch with friends I
don’t see often’. Other social reasons were also common, such as “because all
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of my [offline] friends have accounts’ (61%), “to stay in touch with relatives
and family’ (48%), and ‘to make plans with friends who they see often
(35%). ‘“To fill up free time/not be bored’ was also another frequent reason
with 52% reporting this purpose. These data suggest that college students
used their account to maintain and enforce their existing ‘offline’ social
network. MySpace and other social networking sites are not only used to
comnect with friends and relatives who they do not have the chance to see
very often but also to connect with their day-to-day friends with whom they
frequently spend time with.

Interestingly, meeting new people was not a common reason for
having a social networking site profile. Only 29% of students reported that
they had a profile ‘to meet new people’ and ‘make new friends’, and 21%
admitted that they use the profile ‘to flirt’. It appears that the use of MySpace
and similar sites is strongly related to participants’ offline worlds, whereas
research on Internet chat rooms has shown that adolescents and emerging
adults use it to a larger extent to meet new people and to flirt,*

One key feature of social networking sites such as MySpace is the
ability to create a presentation of oneself through a profile. The profile gives
basic information about a person such as their name, age, school/job
affiliation, interests such as music and sports, etc. Interestingly, the college
students in our sample reported presenting their ‘real self’. The majority
{70%) reparted never having made anything up about themselves or others on
their profile and only 2% admitted to having frequently made something up.
Of those who had ever made something up, they did so as a joke, ‘to make
myself look better’, or ‘to see if people notice’.

C. The Friends’ List
Another important feature of social networking sites is the friends’

list. We were interested in how many ‘friends’ participants had on their
friends® lists, how they decided who to add to their list, and if those offline
friends were also online friends.

On average, participants with SNS profiles (n=86) reported having
137 friends with a range from 0 to 642 friends. However, two thirds of the
participants had less than 100 fiiends. Forty percent had up to 50 friends on
their friends’ list and 26% had between 50 - 100 friends on their list. When
asked how many of the people in their list they have met face-to-face, 27%
reported having met everyone of their friends’ list. On average, they reported
having met 78% of the people in their friends’ list face-to-face.

When asked why emerging adults add friends to their prefile, more
than two thirds (73%) answered that they ‘will only add & person who they
have met in person.” About half of them even reported to ‘only add a person
if they are a face-to-face friend.” Eleven percent of the SNS users said that
they will add anyone who sends a friends request, and if the person who
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s<_:nds a request ‘looks cool’ only a few more said that they are willing to add
hxm or her (17%). So looking cool helps a little but knowing theg e .
qfﬂme, or at least having a friend who knows that person makes it a lolt) 1:1$0n
likely that they will put them on their friends list (33% reported they ¢ 0_1‘1?
add a person who is a friend of a friend’). Regarding our research qlfest‘:?g
abou.t the link between online and offline social networks, these result]1
provide furth'er evidence that young people’s online and ,ofﬂine soci ?
networks are 1.nten-elated as the participants’ reasons for adding a pers .
their profgg friend list are based on their offline connections person o
e social networking sites that college s ;

not ogly feature a friends’ list but also a ‘E}p t;fr:g: lﬁsgur;£d¥egsﬁd
regarding the ‘top’ friends show that the best friends offline lare the . i
likely ones to make it into the top friends’ list; 68% of the students imt?f
sample reported that they chose their best friends offline for their topnliste
fjfx_not]:u:r, les§ frequent way of _choosipg their top friends was to reciprocate z-;
riend who listed them on their top list (15%). Only 7% of respondents said
they ad(_i people who ask for it or who put pressure to be in the top list QSE};
a few. did not use the top friends feature at all (15%) or had other c:rit'er'ul ?‘
selection (some participants mentioned family and relatives).* e

D. Reported Impact of Social Networking Sites on Offline Relationships

_ When_. askec_i whether experience on social networking sites had
}nﬂuenced their relationships, the majority of the SNS using college students
}1111 the s‘ampIz? (n=86) reported that it had not affected the relationship they
c}aox:ﬂu:;}é f'meIndS2 5(073%). Twenty percent reported that it has made them
loser only 25% reported that SNS had created problems with their

We also asked if anything in their profile ha

between them and their friends or family, and if gnything iIclI tlf:isgfofggfalg
fixed a problen“l or cleared a misunderstanding. Twenty-one percent reported
troub%es, especially problems with their romantic partiers, When asllc)ed t
de_scnbe the nature of the problems experienced on social networking s.itesO
quite a few young women reported romantic trouble in which their boyfrienci
was jealous of male online fiiends (‘T had an ex-boyfriend as a friend. m
current one got mad’; ‘Guys would leave me comipliments and my boyﬁ:ien()i(
woulq ask about them. It seemed to annoy him.’). Young men also
?xper{enc.ed romantic difficulties (‘My girlfiiend is possessive and jealous’;
Ex-g:r!fnend thought I was cheating on her’). Difficulties were no;
constrame_:d to romantic relationships. Troubles with parents also resulted
from online use. Specifically when family members viewed the college
stude‘nt’s Rroﬁle and discovered things the young adult did not wish them%
see ("My sisters would look through and see that I had a boyfriend, I w :
allowed to have one before, and they told my Dad’) oSt
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A few respondents reported that having and using a profile affected
their offline relationships in a positive way. Specifically, 11% of students
reported that something on their profile page had fixed a problem or
misunderstanding. All problems that the college students in the sample
mentioned had to do either with their friends (‘make sure my friend wasn't
mad at me, where it would be harder to ask in person or by phone®) and/or
with their boyfriend/girlfriend (‘A partner/friend at the time had feelings of
betrayal, but once they saw my page they found out that they were wrong®).
However, there were also incidents in which the problem that could be fixed
by the profile page had been caused through the use of the profile in the first
place (‘My boyfriend could read my comments that I've left for the guys and
see that I've done nothing to provoke obnoxious comments they've left

me:)'43

E. Overlap between Online and Offline Social Networks

In order to further understand the levels of overlap between young
people’s online and offline social networks, students were asked to list the
names of up to 10 people whom they interact with the most offline, on social
networking sites, and through instant messaging. Based on these data, 2x 2 x
2 contingency matrices were created that assessed the amount of overlap
between these three settings for each person. If participants named 10 people
in each area and there was no overlap, they could name up to 30 people. For
this chapter, only the overlap between face-to-face and social networking site
friends will be discussed.

Of the total sample, 73 students provided the names of their online
and offline friends. Of these, eight {11%) had no overlap between their face-
to-face friends and the friends with whom they interacted with on social
networking sites. Sixteen people (22%) reported 100% overlap between those
online friends and face-to-face friends. On average, we found half {49%) of
their listed social networking site friends also among their top offline friends.

These results suggest that there is a connection between college
students’ online and offline social networks. In fact, a key characteristic of
social networking sites is that they comnsist largely of people with whom the
emerging adult is friends with or related to offline. Even some college
students, who do not own a social networking site profile, reported that they
visit MySpace or similar social networking sites.

F. Further Research on the Connection between Online and Offline Networks

The results of the CDMC’s study on social networking sites are
corroborated by a recent study conducted in Austria questioning online users
aged 14 to 39 years. In the press preview, the authors of the study report that
the users of social networking sites know the majority of their contacts in
person. They estimate that only a quarter of the contacts are just used online.
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Furthermc_)re, respondents’ main reason for using social networking ;

to s.tay_ In contact/communicate with friends,* Similarly ing o8 was
qugl_ltgtlvg study in Germany of how 13-16 year old gi;‘ls a il recen’t
partlclpat}on _in local online social networks {*www.localisten de’} ?el pos
local offline Integration into peer networks, found that in the 'virtual g.ted 2
da)f Communication with friends continues.®® As such, the teenaYHtO:
activities in such local online communities document and ’stabilis o
relationships with friends. " eisting

Facebook, found that college students, particularly eir]
) $, repo i
Faceb‘ook mostly to connect with people from their of)frlir%e Worldp all;tgge l;?;l:g
keep in touch with old friends rather than to meet new people k Similarl .
Lenhart_and_Madden found that adolescents, particularly girfs use sggiZI,
networking sites to ‘keep in contact with peers from their offline life, either t

make plans with friends that they see often or to keep in touch ';h fri .
they rarely see.* T Hends

G. Social Networking Sites and Identity
s culml?:;:ent reseaf'ch mfiicates that social networking sites should be seen
pe ::;mtext in which young people engage in processes of identity
evelopment.™ Manago et al. regard MySpace as a rich cultural context i
which norms of. social interaction and opportunities for self-presentati .
create new posmb‘iii_ties for experimentation and reflection about possibcﬁ:
t?lelves. Each part:cxpant in a social networking site presents himself/herself
?rgugh a I?roﬁle, which can be modified every time the owner of the profil
visits the site. In their qualitative study of MySpace using focus grou P; ?v'lt}?
college s_tudents,.Mar{ago and colleagues detected several aspects cl))f sellf~
?resentatlox_l and identity formation.*! Above all, the students used MySpace
or presenting thetnselves in interactions with friends. Through the 111)in
performance they reify their selves, ie. through the seif—presentla}ltio ;
intended for‘a more or less public audience they make themselves real 'Il?:
use of _social networking sites also creates opportunities for idéntit
explora?lo_n. However, because of the otline-offline connection, obvio !
con{:radmtmn§ between the profile and the offline characteristics ,would ;-)13
realised by viewers. Some other aspects of social networking sites are tha"r3
they are .use_d for social comparison, to display social relationships throu h
commumc:atl_on on the public comment wall or the friends” Jist and? to di 1g
membership in exclusive groups. , b
comst Begardmg gender identity, Manago et al. conclude that gender role
structions on MySpace seem to correspond to gender role constructions j
mainstream US culture: “females as affiliative and attractive, males as strorig
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and powe}:ﬁxl’.52 However, they also detected increasing pressure for young
men to display their physical attractiveness.

Because young people’s online world seems to represent an
extension and elaboration of offline interaction, Manago et al, further
conclude that social realities and roles translate into the online context.”
Even though in our research on social networking sites, only a few students
reported that the use of such sites has directly affected their face-to-face
relationship, we suggest that it nonetheless has implications for young
people’s offline development.54 First, emerging adults use such sites to
interconmect with their peers, which is a core developmental issue during this
life phase. Second, on social networking sites youth can present themselves
in an experimental way, which contributes to the development of their sense
of self. In both respects, social networking sites seem to provide a new
developmental playground for adolescents and emerging adults.

4, Comparing Chat Rooms and Social Networking Sites:
Conclusions and Qutloock
The studies on chat rooms and social networking sites that have
been presented in this chapter did not only have different detailed research
questions but also concerned different age groups. Whereas the chat room
sample for the participatory observation consisted of adolescents, the study of
social networking site was with emerging adults. Nevertheless, examining the
findings from research on both contexts enabled us to develop assumptions
about changes in young people’s onkine behaviour and its implications from a
developmental perspective. ‘
First of all, we want to outline important differences between chat
rooms and social networking sites. Whereas research on social networking
sites has come to the conclusion that the people with whom the users of such
sites connect are partly friends from offline life, previous research on teenage
chat rooms has shown that young chat room users, above all, interact with
strangers. Chat rooms have been used especially for meeting potential
romantic pariners {or at least for pretending that the chat partners may
become potential romantic parters). They have provided a perfect space for
experimental behaviour of how to be attractive to the opposite sex and how to
flirt successfully. Social networking sites on the other hand are used more 1o
keep in touch and for exchanging (textual and visual) information with
offline friends. Whereas the interaction in chat rooms was focused on textual
communication, social networking sites have made it easy to interact using
text, pictures, and videos.
The differences lead to the conclusion that (online) self-presentation
has become more important in newer online contexts. The study on chat
rooms has shown that even though in some chat rooms it was possible to set

up a profile, it was very common for adolescents to present themselves in the
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text-based conversations by giving a descripti i
. \ ption of their i
i&g;?;f;};ﬁg I?o_cual networking siFes used by young pggﬁcﬁl:ﬁ? 211}106.
i osenatio tW1s (]:;11_13 of jshe niost important aspecis. Compal.:ing chat raolsed
ool ety ort tEg.smas., we therefore have to rethink some of i
o erations il arou e implications of chat rooms. Our own as well as ot]c;ur
oo o ohat c;z.mz has str_essec.i thgt the physical disembodiment of chzl’;
foom parti gosited iﬁ l: have imgllcatlgns for their behaviour. Furthermore
decline of gender hierzrctlili?aspgysv:/c}?irSaltzegc,dimerll:t empted to hnt. thé
deo er erarchies, _ may be tempte i
aﬂllqlg:t c&;m;um;:ittmnhlmphes physical disembodiment, WI; ni\? k:ﬂclllonvlvc :1111::
e ;3;3016 € a§ happened. 'ljhe rise of social networking sites
o o 24 scents seli-presentation of their bodies and faces become
aoreasing rzed aEre mmportant. On social networking sites much .
o ucated Cgmnsegrtha::rgsh Itaho;os.“ Of course, while in tnany ch;St
rooms . 0 have a profile with a pi
teenag?\;zsgc:g:esgfglts wou_ld have_ Intense conversations abmﬁ c;rt'r;la?f
i embodimv;; ; 9;112 'the ntervening influences of physical presence ang
P oo bodim L. 1 1s argument seems harder to maintain now because
ot o iﬁte};smg self-p_resentatlon for expressing and negotiating their
Sreooronen infe acting online. If there is no possibility for a physical
e apéegr o :ST\EH be presented as well descriptions of the missin
o behavimi ; suggests that as inine contexts have changed sg
e you affordance; -G ana; r()omsi1 and social networking sites have ;tix"ely
ctringle \ youth have adapted to these affordances
another i;ll"llgi;l:t\ifgilopg;nt from chat rooms to social networking sites has
poople canpicatio t.h at rooms usually have public rooms where several
e o chat € same t%me yet, they also offer separate rooms where
pet yéuth prefe?rz c;:om(enrsatlons may take place. Our research has shown
el ot private rooms for flirting and practicing romantic
comunicaﬁ}) Socal l111eltlworlgjrlllg sites also provide the possibility for private
o the’y havegb sending messages to others but this is not solely the
cooms to b chey have etcilome p.opulal.'. The rise of social networking sites
and peer intractons. As Manago ot l. Have sherme. . o) e ECtons
. . wi, the selfs i
gf;gi u;?i:iaa:ie ;glzgnged for an audience of peers.”’ Many IIJ);::: Ilf:égntlfle?f
e Howe\;:; eIEI?bles only their profile-friends to access all
have listed on their pr,o?isle ;az‘;eiaaiernm}llber hantiads o oonagCr nds,
even a prIiveEte profile may be considere?ia;:enltili;lﬁ:}lilfr s or even housands,
rooms reé a;sd iilso gllltzrest}[rilg to compare social networking sites and chat
ooms Teg nfg gender 1denfity. The research on both forms of onli
contirms each other to a large part. Gendered expectations a11r11§
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behaviour are transferred from the offline to the online world. In chat rooms*®

as well as on social networking sites, young people seem to present
themselves to a large pari according to stercotypical gender norms.” It
appears that on social networking sites, because of the limited forms of
expression often concentrated on the profile picture, the stereotypical
gendered display is more relevant than in offline contexts. However, on
social networking sites young men seem to be experiencing an increasing
pressure to display physical attractiveness.®® Research on chat rooms has also
found certain contexts with potential for a decline of stereotypical gender
roles, e.g. girls cannot be interrupted by their male chat partners, as it is
typical in face-to-face conversations.

From a developmental perspective it may be more important to point
out the similarities in young people’s online behaviour in these two contexts
rather than the differences. Young people use both chat rooms and social
networking sites for essential developmental issues. Chat rooms are used for
having first experiences with romantic partner selection, while the users of
social networking sites have a stronger focus on visualised self-presentation.
Whereas in chat rooms only the chat partner reacts to the text-based self-
presentations, on social networking sites there is a quite a large audience (at
least all contacts of one’s friends’ list) that may provide feedback - praise or
criticise - to one’s presentation through the profile. However, both forms of
young people’s actions, partner selection as well as the negotiation of the self
through peer interaction, are primary developmental concemns and we see
how young people are playing out different concerns based on the particular
characteristics of the online context.

One chapter in this volume also investigates social aspects of the
Web 2.0 and online social networking. Regarding online-offline-connections,
the text by Somaiah is interesting. Her research interest was a subcultural
group of young people, eating disorder survivors, who are usually extremely
isolated because of their illness. However, using the Web 2.0 they form
online communities and tell their life stories and stories of illness, which is
assumed to confribute to the healing process. This research implicitly
supports our assumption of the connectedness of young people’s online and
offline worlds. Developmental research on online communication and
behavior of young people also assumes that users of interactive online forums
such as social networking sites are co-constructing their online environments,
which implies that their online and offline worlds are psychologically
connected.™ .

Regarding future research, there is still a lack of studies combining
different age groups into one research design. This is currently being done by
the CDMC research team in Los Angeles. The same research design as used
in the study on social networking sites has been extended to high school
students (13-19 years of age) within the Los Angeles area. While data are still
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tbféng analysed, our hope is to compare uses of social networking sites across
s¢ age groups (adolescents and emerging adults) using a developmental

approach. Along these lines, results from an additi j

I . itional project by W.

Ja%er, & Tngbswetter on the use of the Web 2.0 and soc;]ial nejt[woflfiilhtirs,

;111 gr\la;uy which focuses. on socio-economically disadvantaged young peog le

bizn Sumi)laii 3{1{:@1‘5. Initial ?luantitagiave as well as qualitative results hzfve
1sed m a research report icati

being e eport™ and further publications are currenily
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Cybergrace among Eating Disorder Survivors in Singapore

Chand Somaiah

Abstract

This chapter, in a spirit similar to Arthur Frank in 7} he Wounded Storyteller’
shows how the injuries of the cating disordered can become seeds of their
self-stories. Through everyday life stories and reflections on their personal
blogs, recovering eating disordered individuals forge bonds of empathy
between themselves and their readers. Growing pains and telling pains in
defining despair and disorder, in expressing trials while Jjourneying through
individualised and therefore unchartered paths for recovery make for painful
and active typing and reading. Illness experiences in post-modern
cyberspaces can serve as cultural (re)sources of healing and can aid in
empirical studies of the socio-cultural roots and routes of illness and
recovery. Illness, Frank asserts, is about learning to cope with lost contral,
Cyberspace then offers a medium to reclaim some semblance of lost control,
a space where potential narrative wreckage can be rescued, The chapter
conceptualises such online confessionals as proof of embodied community,
sites where medically treated monadic bodies re-connect. Jennifer Cobb’s
concept of ‘cybergrace” allows for a tuning in to what can be observed as
spiritually charged curative networks of support towards full recovery,

Key Words: Eating Disorders, Iliness Narratives, Cyberspace, Cybergrace,
Networks of Support, Recovery.

wRRER

1. I was chanting the mantra in my head [...] I need to finish all
now to gain weight to get well to let go to set myself free - Helen

This chapter is a modest attempt to illustrate a fiercely embodied and
youthful hungering for connection and community in a technological age of
supposed ever increasing (dis)connect. It aims to show how socially defined
vulnerable groups such as those bearing the label of mentally disordered,
specifically the eating disordered (ED) in the Republic of Singapore - a city-
state in Southeast Asia whose Tourism Promotion Board has actively
promoted as a ‘foodie’s paradise’- make use of cyberspace to assert and
express themselves as creative, proactive, often spiritually-charged
individuals who form bonds of cyber-commensality via social networking
tools and interconnected blogospheres.

Ethical acts of storytelling are explored through the textual analysis
of virtual modes of expression, These outlets of localised vocalisation
include thirteen personal blogs of recovering and recovered ED individuals



