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Abstract

Taken Out of Context: American Teen Sociality in Networked Publics
by
danah michele boyd
Doctor of Philosophy in Information Management and Systems
with a Designated Emphasis in New Media
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Annalee Saxenian, Chair

As social network sites like MySpace and Facebook emerged, American
teenagers began adopting them as spaces to mark identity and socialize with peers.
Teens leveraged these sites for a wide array of everyday social practices—gossiping,
tlirting, joking around, sharing information, and simply hanging out. While social
network sites were predominantly used by teens as a peer-based social outlet, the
unchartered nature of these sites generated fear among adults. This dissertation
documents my 2.5-year ethnographic study of American teens engagement with
social network sites and the ways in which their participation supported and
complicated three practices—self-presentation, peer sociality, and negotiating adult

society.

My analysis centers on how social network sites can be understood as networked

publics which are simultaneously (1) the space constructed through networked



technologies and (2) the imagined community that emerges as a result of the
intersection of people, technology, and practice. Networked publics support many of
the same practices as unmediated publics, but their structural differences often
inflect practices in unique ways. Four properties—persistence, searchability,
replicability, and scalability—and three dynamics—invisible audiences, collapsed
contexts, and the blurring of public and private—are examined and woven

throughout the discussion.

While teenagers primarily leverage social network sites to engage in common
practices, the properties of these sites configured their practices and teens were
forced to contend with the resultant dynamics. Often, in doing so, they reworked
the technology for their purposes. As teenagers learned to navigate social network
sites, they developed potent strategies for managing the complexities of and social
awkwardness incurred by these sites. Their strategies reveal how new forms of social
media are incorporated into everyday life, complicating some practices and
reinforcing others. New technologies reshape public life, but teens” engagement also

reconfigures the technology itself.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

I met Amy, a black-white 16-year-old in Seattle in early 2007. She told me that
she loved MySpace. She logged in every chance she could. She took pride in crafting
and regularly updating her profile, a colorful montage of photos and text that
conveyed who and what mattered to her. She used various communication channels
on MySpace to leave messages for her friends and socialize with her peers. Her
MySpace profile displayed more than 5,000 comments, mostly textual snippets that
reflected an ongoing conversation between her and her classmates. Amy and her
boyfriend engaged in online public displays of affection through the use of photos,
comments, blog posts, and text. MySpace also became a site of the drama that
ensued after they broke up. While she simply erased his existence from her profile,
prompting her friends to leave comments about what happened, he used his profile
to disparage her. When I asked Amy why she spent so much time there, her answer
was simple: “My mom doesn’t let me out of the house very often, so that’s pretty
much all I do, is I sit on MySpace and talk to people and text and talk on the phone,
cause my mom’s always got some crazy reason to keep me in the house.” Although
Amy relishes the opportunity to have a social life while restricted to her house, her

participation in MySpace has caused new tensions between Amy and her mother.

Amy’s story is fairly typical. Between 2004 and 2007, many American teens

joined social network sites where they crafted digital self-representations and



socialized with their peers, much to the chagrin of their parents. For many of them,
gathering with friends was more viable on MySpace or Facebook than in person.
Social network sites supported a wide array of everyday teen practices and much of
what takes place in these environments parallels longstanding teen practices. At the
same time, the mediated nature of these digital environments inflects everyday
practices in new ways and widespread teen engagement with these sites has reshaped

certain aspects of teen sociality.

1.1. My Project

To examine the interplay between American teenagers and this new
technological form, I embarked on a 2.5-year study of teen participation in social
network sites and other emergent forms of social media. Moving between online
and offline environments, I interviewed and observed teens throughout the United
States in order to understand how they adopted social network sites into their lives
and how their lives were shaped by their engagement with these sites. Like scholars
before me (Ito 2002; Thorne 1993), I approached my fieldwork with the belief that
the practices of teenagers must be understood on their own terms, divorced from
the desires or expectations of adults. I believe that teens’ activities and logic can be
understood as a rational response to the structural conditions in which they are

embedded. Thus, I focused on understanding those structural conditions.

As my project unfolded, I focused on three sets of relations that play a dominant

role in teen life: self and identity, peer sociality, and parents and adults. I examined



how teens’ sociotechnical practices supported and complicated all three sets of
relations. I analyzed how teenagers used social media to reproduce traditionally
unmediated practices, how teens altered their practices to accommodate technical
features, how teens repurposed technology to meet their needs, and how teens
managed complications that arose as a result of their sociotechnical participation. In
doing so, I began to recognize a set of technical properties (persistence, searchability,
replicability, and scalability) that destabilized core teen relations and a set of
dynamics (invisible audiences, collapsed contexts, and the blurring of public and
private) with which teens were forced to contend when participating in these
environments. While these properties and dynamics certainly do not determine
teen practices, they reshape the environment that teens inhabit and, thus, play a role

in how teens negotiate identity, peer sociality, and interactions with adults.

I found that teen participation in social network sites is driven by their desire to
socialize with peers. Their participation online is rarely divorced from offline peer
culture; teens craft digital self-expressions for known audiences and they socialize
almost exclusively with people they know. Their underlying behaviors remain
relatively stable, but the networked, public nature of social network sites like
MySpace and Facebook is particularly disruptive to more traditional forms of
interaction. In crafting a profile, teens must manage a level of explicit self-
presentation before invisible audiences that is unheard of in unmediated social
situations. The publicly articulated nature of marking social relations can prompt

new struggles over status and result in heightened social drama, but as teens learn to



manage these processes, they develop strategies for maintaining face in a social
situation driven by different rules. The same structural forces that allow teens to
interact with broad peer groups in a new type of public space also make their
behaviors much more visible to those who hold power over them, prompting new
struggles over agency and access to public life. Technical properties can often
complicate teens’ relations to peers and adults, but my findings illustrate that
teenagers often develop powerful strategies to adapt to the logic of new genres of
social media. As teens learn to navigate social media, individual practices and

collective social norms evolve to account for the infrastructure.

To explore and theorize teens’ sociotechnical practices, I integrate social science
theories concerning everyday practices with a theory of technology that accounts
for instabilities in the structural conditions of the environment in which those
practices occur. The result is an ethnographic account of how social media has taken
social situations out of traditional contexts and how American teens develop
strategies for making sense of these environments in order to engage in everyday

practices that are important to them.

1.1.1. Dissertation Organization

The core of this dissertation is organized around the three sets of relations central
to teen life—identity, peer sociality, and power relations. Chapter 4 examines the
intersection of social network site profiles and identity, Chapter 5 describes how

social network sites shape teen sociality and peer relations, and Chapter 6 accounts



for how adults’ restrictions and fears configure adult-teen interactions in the context
of teens’ sociotechnical practices. In each of these chapters, I begin by laying out a
relevant theoretical framework before turning to analyze how teens are managing
each set of relations in conjunction with their participation in networked publics.
Chapter 4 builds on Goffman’s analyses of impression management, presentation of
self, and behavior in social situations (Goffman 1959, 1963, 1966, 1967). Chapter 5
considers how Eckert’s social categories (Eckert 1989) and Milner’s status rituals
(Milner 2004) fare in digitally mediated environments. Chapter 6 extends
Valentine’s analysis of how children lost access to physical public spaces (Valentine
2004). In each chapter, my aim is to use ethnographic fieldwork to describe teens’
everyday lives in relation to the theoretical backdrop and technology to account for

what has and has not changed.

While each analytic chapter in my dissertation addresses a different body of
theoretical concerns, three core theoretical frameworks are woven throughout my
dissertation: teenagers, technology and change, and networked publics. The

remainder of this Introduction maps out these central theoretical frameworks.

To support my core ethnographic chapters, Chapter 2 outlines the ethnographic
approach that I took in this project and Chapter 3 provides a historical overview of
social network sites and teen engagement with social media. For those seeking more
detail on my subjects or on the technology, Appendix 1 provides brief biographical

information on all teens quoted in this dissertation and Appendix 2 details some of



the core features in MySpace and Facebook. A third Appendix includes the Creative

Commons license that modifies the copyright claims I make to this dissertation.

Finally, my concluding chapter addresses the implications of my findings and
analysis with respect to conceptions of networked publics. Unlike other chapters in
this dissertation, I step out of analytic mode in Chapter 7 to consider what my work
means for broader theoretical and social conversations. The tone of this chapter is
intentionally more reflective and less grounded and I offer my views on how I

believe my work can be applied.

1.2. The Social Construction of Teenagers

My dissertation is fundamentally about teenagers and youth culture. Teenagers
are not a native category but rather a social invention (Hine 1999). Although some
psychologists and biologists frame childhood as a series of developmental stages
(Erikson 1959; Piaget 1969), other social scientists argue that childhood is a social
construct (Buckingham 2000; Corsaro 1997; James et al. 1988; Postman 1994) and
that age distinctions more adequately mark status than any meaningful
psychological stage (Chudacoff 1989). These scholars and other historians (Hine
1999; Savage 2007) argue that the social categories of childhood and teenager
emerged for varying social, political, and economic reasons and were justified

through developmental psychology.



The social position of today’s teenagers is constructed and configured by the
combination of historical views of teens as both vulnerable and dangerous
(Buckingham 2000; Cohen 1972) and the ways in which adults reinforce those
beliefs through fear, age segregation, and control (Horne et al. 2005; Skelton and
Valentine 1998; Valentine 2004). Teens’ networked experiences are shaped by these
factors, as teens are viewed to be both vulnerable and dangerous online and, as
discussed in Chapter 6, adults frequently seek to control their online activities as
well. By taking teenagers and their activities seriously, my analysis confronts the

ways in which teenagers are socially constructed.

The constructs of childhood, adolescence, and teenager are historically and
culturally dependent, even within Euro-American frameworks. Aries (1962: 411)
notes that in European medieval times, “children were mixed with adults as soon as
they were considered capable of doing without mothers or nannies, not long after
tardy weaning (in other words, about the age of seven).” According to Postman
(1994: 13-14), this is because seven is the age at which children have command over
speech, the only skill necessary to participate in adult life. Postman argues that oral
competence prompted the Catholic Church to deem children capable of reason and
understanding right from wrong at the age of seven. With the technological
invention of the printing press, adulthood was reconstructed and demarcated by
reading competence (Postman 1994: 17-18). This new construction created a
liminal stage between childhood and adulthood, a stage later called “adolescence” by

the nineteenth-century psychologist G. Stanley Hall. While Hall (1908)



distinguished between the social construct of “adolescence” and the biological
period of puberty, his work is often used to affirm the notion that adolescence is a

unique cognitive stage.

The early twentieth century brought about tremendous reform in American
society with respect to youth. Moral reformers actively called on the government to
curb perceived problems of youth deviance by introducing mandatory education
that extended into the teen years. In constructing the idea of adolescence, Hall
sought to support these reforms; he believed that delaying children’s introduction
into the world of work would be beneficial and education would help civilize the
“savage” young people (Savage 2007: 66-67). In his efforts to turn adolescence into
a carefree period not weighed down by responsibilities, Hall helped shift the societal
view of a 14-year-old from an inexperienced and energetic adult to a vulnerable and
irresponsible child. Hall’s work fueled the intensification of norms centered on age
in the early 1900s (Chudacoff 1989: 65-91), including sparking the juvenile court
reform movement and the rise of the compulsory public schooling movement (Hine
1999: 172,198). The societal construction of adolescence provided fodder for the

business class to project its values onto youth (Savage 2007: 93).

One result of compulsory high school was age segregation. With teens separated
from adults for most of the day, their social interactions became peer-driven and a
peer society emerged (Chudacoff 1989). Schools reinforced peer-based social

structures through the introduction of school-run activities and sports. Age



segregation gave rise to the introduction of the term “teenager” as a label for a
unique marketable youth demographic (Hine 1999). Teenagers became consumers
and while the freedom to consume appealed to teens, it became a double-edged
sword because consumer-driven youth culture “depends on young people’s isolation
from the adult world” (Hine 1999: 226). Through the creation and reinforcement of
youth culture, consumerism reified divisions between adults and teens. As teens
struggled to locate themselves in society, some youth insisted that adults recognized
them and treated them as equals. In 1945, the New York Times Magazine published
“A Teen-Age Bill of Rights,” which included the rights to: “let childhood be

» <«

forgotten,” “to make mistakes, to find out for oneself,” “to have rules explained, not

imposed,” and “to be at the romantic age” (Savage 2007: 455).

Sociologists of youth culture often identify the 1950s as a pivotal period that saw
the emergence of many of the dynamics that define contemporary youth peer
culture and adult attitudes toward youth (Chudacoff 1989; Frank 1997; Gilbert
1986). The factors at play were already in motion—compulsory high school, youth-
oriented commercial culture, and the age-segregated peer culture that dominated
youth’s everyday negotiations over status and identity. Yet it was the 1950s when
these factors solidified and youth became a demographic in most sectors of society.
Adults further fragmented youth in the mid-1960s when, whether because of actual
resistance or because of fears of potential mass rebellion, adult society began to
worry about the corruption of teens by older peers. While adult society disliked the

1960s youth culture epitomized by those resisting the Vietnam War, it abhorred



efforts by teens to politically align themselves with older peers and reject the rules
and social controls of schools (Hine 1999: 269-270). Issues like drugs, sex,
spirituality, and politics drove a wedge between the generations. While generational
tensions had occurred before, hysteria over the highly publicized behaviors of some
older youth made parents worry about their teen children. Adults began cracking
down on the freedoms that teens had, trying to separate them from the rest of
youth culture. With the draft, the lowered voting age, and the laws targeted at
“minors,” 18 became a constructed and realized age marker that separated teens
from adults. These systems that configure teens typically have more to do with

control and power than biological development.

Age continues to play a salient role in the lives of teens and age consciousness
extends online. As such, issues of age and the way in which teenagers are
constructed are woven throughout this dissertation. In Chapter 4, I discuss how
articulating one’s age is a universal practice in social network sites and teens weigh
many factors when deciding what age to list. Age segregation also extendsonline, as
teens’ social worlds consist almost exclusively of peers their age. Thus, the inspection
of peer sociality in Chapter 5 centers on same-aged peers. Furthermore, the adult
fears and efforts to maintain control that have made age so salient extend online.
Chapter 6’s examination of the complicated power dynamics between teens and
adults is rooted in the way in which teens are now configured. My efforts to
recognize teens as capable people responding to their environment are threaded

throughout.
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1.3. Technology and Change

While my focus is primarily on teens’ practices, technology plays a central role
in my analysis, and theories of technology and change are woven deeply into my
analysis and arguments. In particular, I take a social constructivist approach with
respect to technology, teens’ engagement with networked publics, and the change
that occurs in relation to technology. This approach explicitly counters the notion
that technology determines practice and social outcomes. I believe that such
“technological determinism” is a reductionist philosophy that fails to account for the

complex ways in which technology and society interact.

The appeal and problems of technological determinism can be viewed in light of
“hacking” culture, which simultaneously reflects the ways in which systems
designers expect certain outcomes and how hackers reconfigure technology to
subvert those outcomes (Jordon 2008). While both designers and users shape a
technology, their relationship with one another can be fraught, especially when
designers believe that their design should prompt specific responses by users and
users see otherwise, as in the case of hackers. In some instances, technologists try to
“configure the user” (Grint and Woolgar 1997) by commanding users to behave in
a certain way and punishing them when they do not comply. This can rupture the
relationship between users and the technology, often resulting in even more
undesirable responses. Such was the case with Friendster, an early social network site

that was designed to be an online dating service. When users rejected that
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assumption and chose to use it for varied creative activities, the company began
eliminating features that the users leveraged and deleting the accounts of those who
did not share the company’s intentions; this prompted many users to depart,

including those who ended up constituting MySpace’s early adopters (boyd 2006a).

Arguments that vilify technology—like books that blame social media for
giving everyday people too much power (Keen 2007) or for stupefying youth
(Bauerlein 2008)—typically stem from technological determinist views that are fed
by fears of what could be rather than what is. Rejecting technological determinism
requires getting away from the notion that technology is inherently positive or
negative. At the same time, it is not without value. This situation is best described by
Kranzberg’s First Law: “Technology is neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral”
(Kranzberg 1986: 454-548). A technology’s value is shaped by its social
construction—how designers create it and how people use it, interpret it, and

reconfigure it. It is not an outcome of the technology alone or its potential.

To make social constructivism applicable to analyzing technological systems and
artifacts, Pinch and Bijker (1984) introduced a theoretical and methodological
framework that was labeled SCOT, or “social construction of technology” (Bijker et
al. 1987). SCOT explicitly accepts that technology shapes and is shaped by those
who use it and the society in which it is embedded, and those behind SCOT offered

a set of interventions and models for analyzing technological systems and artifacts.
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The model presented by Pinch and Bijker (1984) consists of five key elements that

researchers should account for in their data collection and analysis:

*  Relevant Social Groups: all who are connected to, affected by, and
relevant to the technological artifact or system, including both users and
producers.

*  Problems and Conflicts: struggles between different relevant social
groups in relation to the technology and issues that arise because of
different usage patterns and practices.

* Interpretive Flexibility: people engage with technologies in different ways
and technologies must not be presumed to have one meaning, purpose,
or interpretation.

* Design Flexibility: there are countless ways of designing a particular
artifact and design should not be presumed to follow a linear or logical
path.

* Closure and Stabilization: interpretations and the design of a technology
may stabilize, offering analytical and rhetorical closure, but new relevant

social groups or interpretations may also destabilize them.

Upon introduction, the SCOT model was immediately challenged. Agreeing
with their premise, Russell (1986) argued that the relativist approach taken by Pinch
and Bijker (1984) moves toward the idea that technology is neutral and that their

process is internally conflicting and fails to account for social structure, power, and
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access. He also calls into question the appropriateness of drawing on work from the
sociology of science. Pinch and Bijker (1986) accept Russell’s criticisms and
welcome his comments on how SCOT can incorporate a theory of social structure,
but they also push back against his rejection of the value of science studies and think
it is unfair for Russell to have expected them to account for a wide swath of literature
and analytic frameworks in a short article. The rest of the article expounds on their
approach in an effort to counter Russell’s criticisms. The SCOT framework is further
detailed in Bijker, Pinch, and Hughes (1987), alongside articles by scholars who build

on this model.

Not focusing on a history of technology, I did not formally adopt the SCOT
methodology, but SCOT shaped my thinking. I was conscious to account for
different relevant social groups, including diverse groups of teens, the producers of
the technologies they use, and the adults who shape teens’ lives. Interpretive
tlexibility runs throughout my fieldwork and analysis as I account for the different
ways in which teens see social network sites, their features, and their relationship to
the sites. Likewise, in accounting for the differences between MySpace and

Facebook, I am directly drawing from SCOT’s approach to design flexibility.

SCOT’s footprint is also visible when I approach issues of change. While SCOT
includes a discussion of stability and closure, my analysis is centered on an active
sociotechnical phenomenon and a set of practices that are shaping and being shaped

by technology. As a result, I am more attentive to the changes that are under way
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than to stabilizing forces. A social constructivist approach recognizes that the
relationship between technology and practice is often in flux. Interpretive flexibility
involves accounting for how interpretations change through time and how
engagement with technology reshapes other practices. Likewise, in my analysis, I
focus on the shifts in individual teens, between teens, and in relation to historical

teens.

While I do not address SCOT explicitly in my analytic chapters, the approach to
technology and change that is integrated throughout this dissertation focuses on the
ways in which technological artifacts like networked publics shape and are shaped by
teens and their practices. This is an ongoing process and my work is a snapshot in
time. In that snapshot, I account for what has shifted, what has not, and what those

shifts mean.

1.4. Locating Networked Publics

The third major theoretical framework that shapes my analysis concerns publics,
and, in particular, networked publics. Networked publics are publics that are
restructured by networked technologies. As such, they are simultaneously (1) the
space constructed through networked technologies and (2) the imagined
community that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and
practice. Social network sites like MySpace and Facebook are networked publics, just

like parks and other outdoor spaces can be understood as publics. Collections of
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people connected through networked technologies like “the blogosphere” are

publics, just like those connected by geography or identity are.

Mizuko Ito introduces the notion of networked publics to “reference a linked set
of social, cultural, and technological developments that have accompanied the
growing engagement with digitally networked media” (Ito 2008: 2). I agree with
her framing, but I extend the term further to account for the resultant spaces and

collectives that emerge because of these developments.

1.4.1. Public and Publics

The concept of networked publics is slippery because the concept of “publics” is
messy. The term “public” is contested, has multiple meanings, and is used across
disciplines to signal different concepts. During my interviews, I found that teens
also struggle to define this term and rely on multiple meanings to approach a
definition from different angles. When used descriptively, “public” is often in
opposition to the equally slippery concept “private” to signal potential access. For
example, Lila, a Vietnamese 18-year-old from Michigan, told me that “when it’s
public, anyone can see it.” As a noun, “public” typically refers to certain collections
of people. Taking another stab at marking what is public, Lila notes that “you think
about public as like within your big group of friends.” In this way, she bounds public
through the construct of a population. In addition to such social configurations,

there are also civic and cultural takes on how those collections are constructed.
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Although nuanced, different approaches to public often refer to deeply intertwined

notions.

Hannah Arendt argues that one approach to thinking about public is that which
“can be seen and heard by everybody and has the widest possible publicity” (Arendt
1998: 50). Arendt’s view is that bringing things into public affords them a reality
otherwise inaccessible. While this can certainly have costs, Arendt notes that “the
presence of others who see what we see and hear what we hear assures us of the
reality of the world and ourselves” (Arendt 1998: 50). Her approach to “public”
focuses on potential accessibility of spaces and information to wide audiences,
including the possibility of strangers. While Arendt’s approach is primarily
concerned with civic or political publics, this framing can also be understood in

cultural and social terms.

Another approach is to construct “public” as a collection of people who share “a
common understanding of the world, a shared identity, a claim to inclusiveness, a
consensus regarding the collective interest” (Livingstone 2005: 9). In this sense,
public may refer to a local collection of people (e.g., one’s peers) or a much broader
collection of people (e.g., members of a nation-state). Livingstone’s approach
focuses on how media helps shape collectives by providing a common context, but
this definition can also be seen in a civic frame. In marking a collection of people

organized by nationality as an “imagined community,” Benedict Anderson (2006a)
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gets at the way that public is not a definable set of people but a flexible category

where people may conceptualize but do not control the boundaries.

Traditionally, public is often marked by the definitive article “the,” implying that
there is only one public. Yet when the United States President addresses “the public,”
he is not talking to the same collection of people that the Zimbabwean President is
addressing when he speaks. Presidents from different countries are speaking to
different constituents and, thus, assume different collective norms and values.
Rarely does a politician speaking about “the public” mean all who are living
regardless of nationality, residence, or language. Using the indefinite article allows
us to recognize that there are different collections of people depending on the
situation and context. This leaves room for multiple “publics.” Individuals often
engage with and are members of different publics and they move between them
fluidly. Publics are not always distinct from one another and there are often smaller
publics inside broader publics. For example, Lila’s cohort may representa public, but
they exist within other publics, including those labeled as teens, Americans, and
consumers. Just as publics are made of smaller publics, there are also collectives that
emerge to challenge the normative cultural ideas of the public to which they

implicitly belong; these can be understood as “counterpublics” (Warner 2002).

Publics are most commonly theorized when one thinks about the political role
that they play. Much of this is rooted in, conversational with, or challenging of

Habermas’s historical analysis of a public sphere as a category of bourgeois society
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(Calhoun 1992a; Crossley and Roberts 2004; Habermas 1991; Ryan 1992).
Habermas is particularly dismissive of depoliticized publics that involvea
“preoccupation with consumption of culture” (Habermas 1991: 177), although he
reserves most of his venom for modern broadcast media’s role in creating “a public
sphere in appearance only” by allowing people to examine and consume tastes
(Habermas 1991: 171). Craig Calhoun argues that one of Habermas’s weaknesses is
his naive view that “identities and interests [are] settled within the private world and
then brought fully formed into the public sphere” (Calhoun 1992b: 35). Feminist
scholar Nancy Fraser argues that publics are not only a site of discourse and opinion
but “arenas for the formation and enactment of social identities” (Fraser 1992).
Even in the realm of civics, there is tremendous overlap between the political and

cultural nature of publics.

Broadcast media restructured publics by changing the ways in which information
flowed and by supporting the formation of collectives organized around a shared
understanding of the world. Networked media—Tlike the Internet—is another
restructuring force. Habermas was wary of broadcast media because of the ways in
which it altered political life; he relishes the introduction of the printing press for
enabling an informed public, but he blames contemporary broadcast media for
creating a consumer public that he sees as uncritical and irrational (Habermas1991).
There is little doubt that each new wave of media has fundamentally altered the
structure of many aspects of everyday life (McLuhan 1964), but it is not clear that

new media is the destroyer of culture that Habermas portrays it to be. As a reshaping
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agent, media introduces changes that can be seen as both positive and negative
depending on one’s perspective and situation. Habermas’s nostalgic idea of a public
sphere is unquestionably bourgeois while the publics created and made visible
through mass media are more egalitarian. What Habermas sees as a decline in
informed citizenry due to media may simply be the broadening of the public to

include groups who were previously disempowered.

While political theory has dominated discursive efforts to define “public,”
cultural and media studies offers a different perspective. In locating the term
“public,” Sonia Livingstone (2005) notes that publics are sometimes synonymous
with “audience” as both refer to a group bounded by a shared text, whether a
worldview or a performance. The audience produced by media is often by its very
nature a public. Additionally, as civic publics are highly mediated, politicians are
synonymously speaking to a public that is an audience. When one thinks of publics
in relation to audiences, questions of agency and participation emerge. Yet as Henry
Jenkins (1992, 2006) has argued, audiences are not necessarily passive consumers.
This builds on de Certeau’s (2002) argument that consumption and production of
cultural objects are often intimately connected. Mizuko Ito extends this to say that
“publics can be reactors, (re)makers and (re)distributors, engaging in shared culture
and knowledge through discourse and social exchange as well as through acts of
media reception” (Ito 2008: 3). Both social scientists and theorists also address

publics implicitly in their efforts to locate what constitutes society or culture or in
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order to map out everyday practices that take place in public spaces (e.g., Bourdieu

1984; Goffman 1966; Simmel 1972).

Because the concepts addressed by “public” are interconnected, I intentionally
leave them messy and pull from different strands. In the context of my dissertation,
a public is both a space where people may gather, interact, and be viewed and also an
imagined community of people who share similar practices, identities, and cultural
understandings. That which is public is potentially but not necessarily visible.
Furthermore, the boundaries of publics may be generally imagined but not
necessarily understood. Media influences, configures, and is configured by publics.
Publics play a role in all aspects of social life, including political and cultural

dimensions.

1.4.2. Teenagers and Publics

Neither political nor cultural formations of publics properly account for
teenagers. While scholars of feminism and queer theory examine the ways in which
marginalized populations are excluded from and create their own publics (Warner
2002) or struggle to gain access to hegemonic publics (Fraser 1992; Ryan 1992),
age-based marginalization operates differently. Teenagers are systematically barred
from both political and cultural publics, but their exclusion is also temporary; once
they are “of age,” they attain a plethora of rights and access to places to which they
were previously denied. As discussed earlier, their collective demands for access have
often been met with resistance and increased restrictions. Their ability to organize

21



their own publics or gain access to adult publics is not only limited by their status
and mobility but also by the ways in which they leave their pleas behind once they
have transitioned into adulthood. Also, unlike women, people of color, and queer
individuals who have increasingly gained freedoms and rights with respect to publics
through time, teenagers’ freedoms and rights continue to erode and teenagers are

more marginalized today than they were a century ago (Hine 1999).

While teens” disenfranchisement is temporally short-lived, it fractures public life
at a deeper level. Teens are trained to fear publics (Valentine 2004), complicating
later participation. The exclusion of teens from adult publics limits opportunities for
intergenerational dialogue, furthering age segregation and decreasing social
solidarity. Exclusion also keeps teens disconnected from incentives to contribute to
the public good in the form of civic or political action. Teens are also relatively
powerless to voice when they are being harmed, especially when that harm is taking
place in the private spaces to which society restricts them. As women gained access
to male-dominated publics and feminism unfolded, the private violence that women
experienced became a public concern (Fineman 1994). Access to publics is key to

combating the kinds of harm that fracture individuals and society as a whole.

It is not that teenagers lack the desire to engage in publics but, as detailed in
Chapter 6, they lack the means to participate in broad cross-generational publics and
the hegemonic ones controlled by adults. Teens seek access to physical spaces where

publics manifest, but increasingly, their access is curtailed (Valentine 2004).
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Although teens’ access to these types of publics is limited, teens are not totally
disconnected from publics. The peer worlds that teens create at school can be
understood as publics and youth subcultures can be interpreted as counterpublics
(Warner 2002). Many teens have some access to controlled public spaces, most
notably commercial publics. Yet the surveillance and restrictions in these spaces do
not necessarily afford the opportunities of publics. Teens’ early adoption of
networked publics also highlights their desire to engage in publics, particularly for

social and cultural purposes.

1.4.3. Publics, Networked

Networked media amplifies broadcast media’s advantages and disadvantages,
enabling everyday people to be both consumers and producers of cultural content in
new ways. This is both potentially beneficial and problematic. People have more
opportunities to make their voices heard, but the ruptures brought on by broadcast
media—such as those to publicity, privacy, and social context—also extend to a
much wider group. What distinguishes networked publics from unmediated or
broadcast publics is the underlying structure. New forms of media—broadcast or
networked—reorganize how information flows and how people interact with

information and each other.

Both broadcast mechanisms and networked technologies reconfigure the
architecture of publics. As a frame, architecture sheds light on how publics are
structured. While a definition of architecture is contested (Hays 2000; Shepheard
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1994), in the everyday sense, architecture typically evokes the image of the design
of physical structures—buildings, roads, gardens, and even interstitial spaces. The
product of architecture can be seen as part engineering, part art, and part social
configuration, as structures are often designed to be variably functional,
aesthetically pleasing, and influential in shaping how people interact with one
another. Frank Lloyd Wright takes a more inclusive view by arguing that

“architecture is life” (Wright and Gutheim 1941: 257).

In technical circles, a system’s architecture is the organization of code that
produces digital environments. Code is the cornerstone of digital architecture.
Drawing on William Mitchell (1995: 111), Lawrence Lessig (2006: 1-8) argues that
“code is law” because code regulates the structures that emerge. James
Grimmelmann argues that Lessig’s use of this phrase is “shorthand for the subtler
idea that code does the work of law, but does it in an architectural way”
(Grimmelmann 2004: 1721). In looking at how code configures digital
environments, both Mitchell and Lessig analyze the ways in which digital

architectures are structural forces.

Physical structures are a collection of atoms while digital structures are built out
of bits. The underlying properties of bits and atoms fundamentally distinguish these
two types of environments, define what types of interactions are possible, and shape
how people engage in these spaces. More than a decade ago, Nicholas Negroponte

(1995) mapped out some core differences between bits and atoms to argue that
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digitization would fundamentally alter the landscape of information and media. He
pointed out that bits could be easily duplicated, compressed, and transmitted
through wires; media that is built out of bits could be more easily and more quickly
disseminated than that which comprises atoms. This would mean that media built on
bits would be cheaper to distribute than media built on atoms. He forecast the
transformation of enterprises organized around the distribution of information and
media, including the implications for news and music industries. During that same
period, Mitchell (1995) argued that bits do not simply change the flow of
information, but they alter the very architecture of everyday life. Through
networked technology, people are no longer shaped just by their dwellings but by
their networks (Mitchell 1995: 49). The city of bits that Mitchell lays out is not

configured just by the properties of bits but by the connections between them.

As both a space and a network of people, networked publics are fundamentally
shaped by the properties of bits, the connections between bits, and the way that bits
and networks link people in new ways. Networked publics are not just publics
networked together, but they are publics that have been transformed by networked
media, its properties, and its potential. As a form of architecture, networked publics
are regulated by the properties of bits. These properties configure the structure of
networked publics, introduce new possible practices, and shape the interactions that

take place.
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1.5. The Structure of Networked Publics

Four properties that exist because of bits play a significant role in configuring
networked publics: persistence, replicability, scalability, and searchability. These
properties are intertwined and codependent, and they help produce three dynamics
that shape people’s experience with networked publics: invisible audiences, collapsed
contexts, and the blurring of public and private. To account for the structure of
networked publics, I want to map out these different elements, situate them in a

broader discussion of media, and suggest how they shape networked publics.

Media reshapes publics by introducing new properties into environments. Using
McLuhan’s phrase, media is an “extension of man” (McLuhan 1964). Media
amplifies, records, and spreads information and social acts. This affects how people
negotiate publics because information and social acts are essential to publics. As
people adjust to these properties, new practices emerge. While these properties and
dynamics do not determine social practice, they do destabilize core assumptions
people make when engaging in social life and, thus, play a significant reshaping role
when one thinks about publics. When left unchecked, media can play too powerful
arole in controlling information and configuring interactions. This is one fault line
that prompts resistance to and demonization of new forms of media. It is also why
media literacy is essential—understanding the role that these properties play in

shaping the environment is important to public participation.
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1.5.1. Properties of Networked Publics

The content of networked publics is inherently made out of bits. Both self-
expressions and interactions between people produce bit-based content in
networked publics. As Negroponte (1995) explains, the features of bits are quite
different from those of atoms. Because of these features, bits are easier to store,
distribute, and search than atoms. These features of bits configure the four properties

that are key to networked publics:

* Persistence: online expressions are automatically recorded and archived.

* Replicability: content made out of bits can be duplicated.

* Scalability: the potential visibility of content in networked publics is great.

* Searchability: content in networked publics can be accessed through search.

These four properties structure network publics and the interactions that take

place in them. Many of these properties are not unique to networked publics—oral
histories made stories persistent, the printing press replicated content with ease,
broadcast media scaled the visibility of live acts, and librarians have long invested in
approaches to searching for information. Yet in networked publics, these properties
are a part of the environment by default and are interconnected in new ways.
Furthermore, because they play a role in all mediated interactions and because
networked publics play a significant role in the lives of many teens, teens who
participate in social network sites must account for these properties during everyday

acts and interactions.
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Technology and new forms of media have reshaped publics at multiple points in
history. For example, writing allowed people to document events for the record. At
one level, this can be viewed as an affront to oral histories and the role of
storytellers. Some might say that writing is more permanent, more reliable, and
easier to circulate. Others might argue that physical records can be destroyed more
easily than human memory, or that written records can be easier to misinterpret
when taken out of context while storytellers are more likely to adjust the narrative
for the given situation so that it is best understood. Yet few would argue that the
shift from orality to literacy changed the nature of public information (Ong 2002).
While new technologies have their strengths and weaknesses, it is how they are

adopted that changes cultural practices.

Just as writing changed how text could be recorded, photography changed the
way that moments could be visually captured. Photography was less laborious than
painting, but Walter Benjamin (1969) rightfully argued that it changed the essence
of the art of capturing a moment in time. The printing press allowed for easy
reproduction of news and information, increasing the potential circulation of those
aware of events (Eisenstein 1980). The resulting newspapers and the rise of
journalism were considered key to the idea of an “informed public” and, thus,
democracy (Starr 2005). Broadcast media like TV and radio took this further,
making it possible for events to be simultaneously experienced across great
distances, radically scaling the potential visibility of a given act and reshaping the

public sphere (Starr 2005).
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Through time, the technologies behind these information revolutions became
broadly accessible. Cameras and video recorders are now omnipresent, allowing
people to record their experiences. Printers are now household items, allowing
people to produce their own documents. As these innovations became everyday
gadgets, the channels and networks for scalable distribution were still limited. For
example, the government regulates spectrum, making it difficult for everyday
citizens to broadcast their own radio or TV stations, but this did not stop “pirates”
from creating their own broadcast publics (Walker 2004). In the same way, “zines”
emerged as alternatives to traditional news and magazine publishing, leveraging
both social networks and the post office for distribution (Duncombe 2008). The
Internet introduced new possibilities for distribution; blogging alone allowed for the
rise of grassroots journalism (Gillmor 2004) and a channel for anyone to espouse
opinions (Rettberg 2008). The Internet made it possible for anyone to broadcast

content and create publics, although it did not guarantee an audience.

The changes brought on by networked media are more pervasive than those by
earlier media. While recording devices allow people to record specific acts in publics,
unmediated publics are not inherently recording whatever takes place there. The
structural configurations of networked publics do, by default, record everything in
the process of converting digital expressions to bits before they are transmitted
across the network. Likewise, the process of dissemination results in the reproduction
of every bit sent across the network. While original records and duplicated records

could be deleted (or, technically, overwritten) at any point in the process, the
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“persistent-by-default, ephemeral-when-necessary” dynamic is new to networked
publics. Furthermore, since deletion runs counter to the cultural ethos and
reproduction of content is rampant, tracking down and deleting content once it is

contributed to networked publics is often futile.

Because that which is contributed to networked publics is persistent and
replicable (and networked) by default, it is possible for acts to be viewed more
broadly. Physical spaces are limited by space and time, but, online, people can
connect to one another across great distances and engage with asynchronously
produced content over extended periods. This allows people to work around physical
barriers to interaction and reduces the cost of interacting with people in far-off
places. At the same time, persistence and replicability complicate notions of
“authenticity,” as acts and information are not located in a particular space or time
and, because of the nature of bits, it is easy to alter content, making it more
challenging to assess its origins and legitimacy. This issue has long been a part of
discussions about reproductions and recordings, with Benjamin (1969: 220)
suggesting that art detached from its time and space loses its “aura” and Auslander
(1999: 85) arguing that aura is in the relationship between performances and their

recordings.

Authenticity is at stake in networked publics because altering content in
networked publics is both easy and common. Code, text, images, and videos are

frequently modified or remixed. While remix is politically contentious, it reflects an
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active and creative engagement with cultural artifacts (Lessig 2005, 2008),
amplifying ongoing efforts by people to make mass culture personally relevant by
obliterating the distinctions between consumers and producers (de Certeau 2002).
How people alter content in networked publics varies. Alterations can be functional
(e.g., altering code to make it work in a new environment), aesthetic (e.g., altering
images to remove red eye), political (e.g., modifying famous photos to make
political statements [Jenkins 2006]), or deceptive (e.g., altering text to make it
appear as though something was said that was not). This magnifies questions of what

is original, what is a copy, and when does it matter?

While there are limits to how many people can be in one physical space at a
time, networked publics support the gathering of much larger groups, synchronously
and asynchronously. Networked publics make one-to-many and many-to-many
interactions far easier. In essence, networked media allows anyone to be a media
outlet (Gillmor 2004) and with this comes the potential of scalability. Yet an
increase in people’s ability to contribute to publics does not necessarily result in an
increase in their ability to achieve an audience. While a niche group may achieve
visibility that resembles “micro-celebrity” (Senft 2008), only a small fraction receive
mass attention while there is a “long tail” of participants who receive very small,
localized attention (Anderson 2006b). In other words, scalability in networked
publics is about the possibility of tremendous visibility, not the guarantee of it. Andy
Warhol argued that mass media would guarantee that “in the future everyone will be

world-famous for fifteen minutes” (Hirsch et al. 2002). As new media emerged,
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others contended that “in the future everyone will be famous for fifteen people”
(Momus 1992; Weinberger 2002: 104). In networked publics, one commodity is
attention. The rise in content producers creates an attention economy in which

people must compete for visibility.

The potentials of scalability raise questions about the possible democratizing role
that networked media can play when anyone can participate and contribute to the
public good (Benkler 2006; Shirky 2008; Tapscott and Williams 2006).
Unfortunately, networked publics appear to reproduce many of the biases that exist
in other publics—social inequalities, including social stratification around race,
gender, sexuality, and age, are reproduced online (Chen and Wellman 2005).
Political divisions are reproduced (Adamic and Glance 2005) such that even when
content scales in visibility, it may not cross sociopolitical divisions. Those using
networked media to contribute to the dissemination of news selectively amplify
stories introduced by traditional media outlets, replicating offline cultural foci
(Zuckerman 2008). Although networked publics support mass dissemination, the
dynamics of “media contagion” (Marlow 2005) show that what spreads depends on
the social structure underlying the networked publics. In other words, scalability is

dependent on more than just the properties of bits.

Habermas’s frustration with broadcast media was rooted in the ways that
broadcast media was, in his mind, scaling the wrong kinds of content (Habermas

1991). The same argument can be made concerning networked media, as what
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scales in networked publics is often the funny, the crude, the embarrassing, the
mean, and the bizarre, “ranging from the quirky and offbeat, to potty humor, to the
bizarrely funny, to parodies, through to the acerbically ironic” (Knobel and
Lankshear 2007). Those seeking broad attention, like politicians and wannabe
celebrities, may have the ability to share their thoughts in networked publics, but
they may not achieve the scale they wish. The property of scalability does not
necessarily scale what individuals want to have scaled or what they think should be

scaled, but what the collective chooses to amplify.

Because of persistence, replicability, and scalability, a great deal of information is
out there, waiting to be structured, organized, and accessed by those looking for it.
This prompted a rise in the search industry as companies sought to find more
efficient and effective ways for people to find what they were looking for. While
librarians have long developed techniques to organize and access information and
search has long been a core feature of computational systems, the developments of
search post-Internet have been tremendous (Battelle 2005). On the Internet, people
and their information are increasingly accessible through the powers of search in
ways that have no offline parallels. For example, while my mother may have wished
to scream “Find!” into the ether in an effort to determine where I was when I was
out with friends, she could not. Today, online, a few keystrokes make it easy to

identify someone’s website or other digital representation.
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1.5.2. New Dynamics Resulting from Networked Publics

Analyzing how broadcast media transformed culture, Joshua Meyrowitz (1985)
acutely recognized that the properties of media change social environments and,
thus, influence people and their behavior. He examined how broadcast media’s
ability to rework scale reconfigured publics, altered the roles that people play in
society, complicated the boundaries between public and private, collapsed distinct
social contexts, and ruptured the salience of physical place in circumscribing publics.
Just as many of the properties of networked media extend those of broadcast media,
many of the dynamics that play out in networked publics are an amplification of

those Meyrowitz astutely recognized resulting from broadcast media:

* Invisible audiences: not all audiences are visible when a person is
contributing online, nor are they necessarily co-present.

* Collapsed contexts: the lack of spatial, social, and temporal boundaries
makes it difficult to maintain distinct social contexts.

*  The blurring of public and private: without control over context, public
and private become meaningless binaries, are scaled in new ways, and are

difficult to maintain as distinct.

In unmediated spaces, it is common to have a sense for who is present and can
witness a particular performance. Through persistence, replicability, scalability, and
searchability, networked publics introduce the possibility of audiences that are, for all

intents and purposes, invisible. It may not be possible to see who is actually present

34



at that moment, because either they are lurking and not showing themselves or
because the technology does not make their presence visible. Furthermore, because
audiences often perceive performances asynchronously, the audience may not be
present at the time of the performance. When performing in networked publics,
people are forced to contend with invisible audiences and engage in acts of
impression management even when they have no idea how their performances are

being perceived.

This dynamic has long been a part of certain professions. In producing content
for the camera, microphone, or printing press, journalists and actors sometimes
prepare for invisible audiences by imagining the audience and presenting themselves
to that imagined audience. When TV began, studio audiences were tremendously
common because it helped people gauge their performances. This audience was not
the complete audience, but the feedback was still valuable for the performers.
Likewise, some journalists perform for those who provide explicit feedback,
intentionally avoiding thinking about those who are there but invisible. Performing
for imagined or partial audiences can help people handle the invisible nature of their
audience. These practices became a part of life in networked publics, as those who
contributed tried to find a way to locate their acts. In an earlier study on blogging, a

popular blogger I interviewed named Carl explained this process:

“There’s actually enough [readers of my blog] at this point, that there’s no way I

could have a real sense of who all of them are. What I have is what I think a lot of
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fiction writers have, which is a readership that I write for that is not the whole
readership, and not even representative of the readership, but it’s what I aim for.
And some of them are actual people. ... I know my mom reads my blog. I know S]
and JL read my blog. ... I know my exes read my blog. I know my coworkers read
my blog. ... And so when I blog, I generally have one of those people in mind when

I post.”

The techniques that Carl uses help him determine what is socially appropriate,
interesting, or relevant. Knowing one’s audience is a crucial step in understanding
the social context. Without this information, it is often difficult to determine how
to behave, let alone to make adjustments based on assessing reactions. The
properties of networked publics lead to a dynamic in which people are forced to

contend with a loss of context.

To complicate matters more, networked publics collapse contexts. This is an issue
that Meyrowitz (1985) details in relation to how public figures were forced to
negotiate broadcast media. Meyrowitz (1985: 43) recounts the experiences Stokely
Carmichael, a civil rights leader, faced when he began addressing broad publics via
television and radio in the 1960s. Until then, Carmichael had used very different
rhetorical styles when speaking to blacks and whites, but when faced with electronic
media, he had to make a choice. There was no neutral speaking style and
Carmichael’s decision to use black speaking style alienated white society. While

Carmichael was able to maintain distinct styles as long as he was able to segment
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social groups, he ran into trouble when electronic media collapsed those social

groups and with them, the distinct contexts in which they were embedded.

Networked publics force everyday people to contend with environments in
which contexts are regularly colliding. Even when the immediate audience might be
understood, the potential audience can be far greater and from different contexts.
Maintaining distinct contexts online is particularly tricky because of the persistent,
replicable, and searchable nature of networked acts. People do try to segment
contexts by discouraging unwanted audiences from participating or trying to limit
information to make searching more difficult or by using technologies that create
partial walls through privacy settings. Yet a motivated individual can often

circumvent any of these approaches.

Some people argue that distinct contexts are unnecessary and only encourage
people to be deceptive. This is the crux of the belief that only those with something
to hide need privacy. What is lost in this approach is the ways in which context helps
people properly locate their performances. Bilingual speakers choose different
languages depending on context, and speakers explain concepts or describe events
differently when talking to different audiences based on their assessment of the
audience’s knowledge. An alternative way to mark context is as that which provides
the audience with a better understanding of the performer’s biases and assumptions.
Few people detail their life histories before telling a story, but that history is often

helpful in assessing the significance of the story. While starting every statement
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with “as a person with X identity and Y beliefs and Z history” can provide context,
most people do not speak this way, let alone account for all of the relevant

background for any stranger to understand any utterance.

Networked publics both complicate traditional mechanisms for assessing and
asserting context as well as collapse contexts that are traditionally segmented. This is
particularly problematic because, with the audience invisible and the material
persistent, it is often difficult to get a sense for what the context is or should be.
Collapsing of contexts did take place before the rise of media but often in more
controlled settings. For example, events like weddings, in which context collisions
are common, are frequently scripted to make everyone comfortable. Unexpected
collisions, like running into one’s boss while out with friends, can create
awkwardness, but since both parties are typically aware of the collision, it can often
be easy to make quick adjustments to one’s behavior to address the awkward
situation. In networked publics, contexts often collide such that the performer is
unaware of audiences from different contexts, magnifying the awkwardness and

making adjustments impossible.

Additionally, as networked publics enable social interactions at all levels, the
effects of these dynamics are felt at much broader levels than those felt by broadcast
media and the introduction of other forms of media to publics. These dynamics alter
interactions among very large and broad collections of people, but they also

complicate the dynamics among friend groups and collections of peers. They alter
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practices that are meant for broad visibility and they complicate—and often make
public—interactions that were never intended to be truly public. This stems from
the ways in which networked media, like broadcast media (Meyrowitz 1985), blurs
public and private in complicated ways. For those in the spotlight, broadcast media
often appeared to destroy privacy. This is most visible through the way tabloid media
complicated the private lives of celebrities, feeding on people’s desire to get
backstage access (Turner 2004). As networked publics brought the dynamics of

broadcast media to everyday people, similar dynamics emerged (Solove 2007).

Some argue that privacy is now dead (Garfinkel 2001) and that we should cope
and embrace a more transparent society (Brin 1999). That is a naive stance, both
because privacy has been reshaped during other transformative moments in history
(Jagodzinski 1999) and because people have historically developed strategies for
maintaining aspects of privacy even when institutions and governments seek to
eliminate it (McDougall and Hansson 2002; Toch 1992). For these reasons, I argue
that privacy is simply in a state of transition as people try to make sense of how to

negotiate the structural transformations resulting from networked media.

People value privacy for diverse reasons, including the ability to have control
over information about themselves and their own visibility (Rossler 2004: 6-8).
Social network sites disrupt the social dynamics of privacy (Grimmelmann 2008).

Most importantly, they challenge people’s sense of control. Yet, just because teens
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are adopting tools that radically reshape their relationship to privacy does not mean

they are interested in giving up their privacy.

Defining and controlling boundaries around public and private can be quite
difficult in a networked society, particularly when someone is motivated to publicize
something that is seemingly private or when technology complicates people’s ability
to control access and visibility. What remains an open question is how people can
regain a sense of control in a networked society. Nissenbaum (2004) argues that we
need to approach privacy through the lens of contextual integrity, at least in terms
of legal protections. I believe that we need to examine teens’ strategies for
negotiating control in the face of structural conditions that complicate privacy and
rethink our binary conceptions of public and private. While public and private are

certainly in flux, it is unlikely that privacy will simply be disregarded.

The three dynamics discussed—invisible audiences, collapsed contexts, and the
blurring of public and private—are transforming publics. American teenagers are
increasingly engaging in networked publics and, as such, the properties and
dynamics described in this chapter shape the everyday practices of these teens.
While these dynamics have affected different niche audiences before, the popularity
of social network sites among teens introduced these dynamics to a broad cohort.
When participating in networked publics as a matter of everyday life, teensare
forced to face these dynamics and the potential complications brought on by them,

especially with regard to identity work, peer sociality, and negotiating those who
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hold power over them. Not only are teens adjusting to a public life shaped by these
dynamics, but, through their active engagement, they are also developing strategies
to manage the complexities and are reworking both the technology and social
norms as a response to structural shifts. Their practices and strategies reveal ways in
which people, technology, and society adjust to and reconfigure the structural

conditions of any given environment.
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Chapter 2: Choose Your Own Ethnography

Teenagers have been active participants in networked publics since the early days
of Usenet, but their participation has been poorly documented. I was a member of
that early cohort of geeky kids who found freedom and agency through online
interactions in the 1990s. After spending my middle-school years desperately trying
to be liked by the popular kids, I relished the opportunity to connect with people
who shared my interests and geeky tendencies, regardless of how old they were or
where they lived. There were teen-only spaces online, but teens were also
participating alongside adults in interest-driven communities without disclosing
their age. For socially ostracized teens, including myself, the Internet afforded an
opportunity to be taken seriously—it seemed that what we had to say mattered far
more than how old we were. In 1993, The New Yorker published a cartoon with the
caption, “On the Internet, nobody knows you're a dog” (Steiner 1993). For many
of my peers, that cartoon may well have said, “On the Internet, nobody knows
you're a teen.” Those of us who did not fit in at high school relished any possibility
that our ages would not matter if we were articulate when we typed out our

thoughts.

While the Internet shaped my teen years and those of many of my peers, little is
documented about early teen involvement in the Internet. Early scholarship and
journalism mention teens and age in passing (Cherny 1999; Kendall 2002;

Rheingold 1994), but the actual practices of early adopter teens were relatively
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invisible and poorly documented. Teens are implicated in early cybertheory,
especially with respect to the ways in which technology could provide tremendous
opportunities for youth to work out identity puzzles (Turkle 1984, 1995) and for
youth to escape the trappings of age. At that time, early participants—both teen and
adult—often embraced an idealistic vision of the Internet as a personal liberator
(Barlow 1996; Rheingold 1994; Turner 2006). Teens, in particular, had good reasons
to view it as such; for the first time, they were an authority on something that their
parents did not understand (Tapscott 1998: 36-38). Scholars began positing that
technology would free people from the constraints of their bodies, altering the
makings of identity (Haraway 1991b; Stone 1995; Turkle 1995). Although
technology did not obliterate embodied identity, it did obfuscate teen practices for a

while.

By the time scholars began focusing on teens’ online practices and the ways in
which they incorporated the Internet into their everyday lives (Holloway and
Valentine 2003; Lenhart et al. 2001; Livingstone 2002), much had changed. Internet
adoption had skyrocketed and the majority of American teens had gone online
(Lenhart et al. 2001). Instant messaging had taken off and blogging was under way.
Adults fretted about teen engagement with the Internet. The e-commerce bubble
had boomed and burst. Laws had emerged to regulate the Internet. In short, the
Internet that teens experienced in 2001-2003 did not resemble what I had grown

up with. Both technology and society had changed.
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These dynamics shaped my dissertation project. I had grown up online and was
tremendously curious to know what being a teen with Internet access meant today.
General scholarship concerning mediated participation had swung from cyber
utopian theory to quantitative analyses of adoption practices; ethnographies
examined a plethora of different mediated genres and online communities. In
devising this project, I was driven by the desire to do what I wished scholars before
me had done. I wanted to know what was normative when it came to American
teens and social media. I wanted to get beyond the statistical depictions of teen

Internet use and understand the cultural logic behind their mediated practices.

In order to examine everyday practices of American teens, I decided to embark
on an ethnographic study of the role of networked publics in the lives of American
high-school teenagers, focusing on how teens incorporated popular forms of social
media into their everyday practices and experiences. My ongoing interest in
identity, privacy, impression management, and social interaction shaped whereI
began, but my fieldwork also led me to explore other topics. While I had grown up
at a particular point in the history of the Internet, it was tremendously rewarding to
be able to watch a new generation of teenagers embrace an entirely different set of

circumstances and technologies.

I was well positioned to watch the phenomenon of teen engagement with social
network sites unfold and I used that to my advantage. MySpace became popular

with teens just as I began my fieldwork. I did not initially intend to focus on social
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network sites, but as teens turned their attention to these sites, so did I. Additionally,
I had just finished a project studying the 20-30-something early adopters of an early
social network site called Friendster (boyd 2008b). I was also tracking a plethora of
social network sites, including MySpace and Facebook. I was familiar with the
technology as well as the business behind it. Growing up online, I was comfortable
with the rise and spread of new genres of social media and had developeda cautious
and critical eye for wading through the hype that inevitably comes with such

phenomena.

While ethnographically studying a sociotechnical phenomenon was thrilling, it
also created various methodological challenges. I struggled to find a field site. Rather
than focusing on one specific site, I developed a multisited project in which my field
site became a network of different sites. I moved between mediated and unmediated
spaces to observe and interview teens. This too created complications in terms of
visibility, access, and privacy. I faced institutional barriers, such as navigating human
subjects approval for my research, a process meant to guarantee my research would
cause no harm to those I studied. Studying the technology itself was far easier than
studying the practices that took place, which again was easier than understanding
the context in which those practices were situated. Ethnographically, I struggled to
overcome structural and social boundaries and get deep into the lives of teens.
Finally, because the phenomenon that I was studying was mired in all sorts of
controversy, I struggled to stay focused on teen practices and not become distracted

by the hype or fears that surrounded what I was studying.
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This chapter documents my methodological approach and data. Additionally, I
outline key struggles in my methodological trajectory, articulating decisions that I
made, noting bumps and bruises, and highlighting the lessons I learned along the

way.

2.1. Ethnography in Context

I approached this project as an ethnographic study because this approach allowed
me to make sense of cultural practices in the context of everyday life. I see
ethnography as a descriptive account of cultural practices, grounded in data attained
through ethnographic fieldwork and situated in conversation with broader
theoretical frameworks. Ethnography has its roots most formally in cultural
anthropology (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Geertz 1973; Malinowski 1922; Marcus
1998; Mead 1928), although scholars from a variety of fields have begun adapting
the method to engage with other theoretical frameworks. I approach ethnography as
an interdisciplinary scholar and set my fieldwork against multiple theoretical

backdrops.

While approaches vary, ethnographic fieldwork relies on participant observation,
qualitative interviews, and analysis of cultural artifacts to make sense of cultural
practices on their own terms. Ethnographers use different techniques to interpret,
complicate, and analyze cultural practices, situate complex cultural phenomena, and
map social worlds from the bottom up. As a method, ethnography does not speak to

individual traits or beliefs but to the complexity and interconnectedness of
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culturally driven practices and norms. Ethnography produces a topological map of a
particular set of cultural practices. My interest in mapping out the practices and

cultural dynamics of American teens led me to ethnography.

Ethnographic methods are constantly evolving and even more frequently
debated as researchers challenge once ubiquitous practices in response to fluctuating
research norms and understandings. For example, early ethnographers bounded
cultures by geography and identity while current ethnographers argue that global
systems are at play (Appadurai 1996) and that even supposedly remote cultures are
shaped by outside forces (Piot 1999). Even commonly used ethnographic terms can
be destabilized. For example, Appadurai (1996: 11-16) argues that using the term
“culture” as a noun conceals and decontextualizes the diversity of cultural practices
that exist. Needless to say, many aspects of ethnography, its use, and its referents are

contested. This makes locating ethnography or ethnographic practices challenging.

While methodological debates concerning ethnography are vast, I want to focus
most directly on those studies and debates that specifically concern ethnographic
studies of Internet-enabled practices before outlining my methodological choices.
The unique challenges involved in Internet ethnography play a significant role in

shaping my approach.
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2.1.1. Ethnography and the Internet

Ethnography has long been used to understand online communities and
mediated practices. Some early examples include Elizabeth Reid’s (1991)
examination of IRC and Nancy Baym’s (1993) study of the community and
practices in a Usenet newsgroup about soap operas. While humanists began
mapping out a vision of cyberculture (Haraway 1991b; Stone 1995), ethnographers
focused on cultural practices under way. Much of cybertheory was branded techno-
utopian by ethnographers because it focused on how the Internet could free people
from their corporeal limitations (Stone 1995), their social restraints (Turkle 1995),
and the political regimes that regulated them (Barlow 1996). Ethnographers argued
that such visions might be a guiding light, but they did not reflect how people
actually experienced mediated life. Lori Kendall (2002) documented how people
who engaged in online forums create online representations that bear close
resemblance to their offline selves; she showed how social constructs like gender are
reproduced and reinforced online. Jenny Sundén (2003) further challenged the
disembodiment rhetoric by showing how the body plays a crucial role in people’s
mediated experiences. She argued that neither “postmodern utopianism (the online
world as disengaged from the physical)” nor “realistic determinism (the online world
as a copy of the ‘real’)” quite get at the ways in which online identities extend the
physical while also being configured by the digital (Sundén 2003: 109). Kendall and

Sundén—and their contemporaries—acknowledge that mediating technologies alter
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the role of bodies and identity, but they challenge early cyber-utopian visions of the

Internet as providing freedom from traditional physical constraints.

As ethnographies of mediated practices emerged, scholars began struggling with
the relationship between online and offline contexts, both theoretically and
methodologically. Some viewed the Internet as a new kind of “third place” with its
own cultural dynamics (Bruckman and Resnick 1995; Soukup 2006), while others
saw the Internet as a tool that inflected everyday life in interesting ways
(Haythornthwaite and Wellman 2002). Christine Hine (1998: 14-40) articulated this
best when she explained that the Internet can be understood as both a culture and a
cultural artifact. As a culture, the Internet possesses a set of norms and practices that
are unique and that should be studied separately from unmediated life. As a cultural
artifact, the Internet exists within the broader cultural context in which people live.
Which approach ethnographers take fundamentally shapes their fieldwork and
analyses. This divide is one of the core concerns underlying Internet ethnography
and raises all sorts of methodological questions about boundaries, privacy, and ethics

(Buchanan 2004; Markham and Baym 2008).

Much of what early ethnographers of the Internet grappled with concerned the
idea of whether the Internet was or was not a separate space with a culture of its
own. If discussed at all, unmediated life was invoked when scholars questioned the
ways in which the “virtual” was like or unlike the offline. While this approach has

value, there was very little discussion of how mediated and unmediated interactions
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are often seamless. Early on, ethnographers began challenging this approach by
emphasizing the importance of taking context into consideration, even when doing
studies of online communities (Kendall 2002). Others began highlighting the
continuities between what might be seen as online and offline contexts (Bennett

2004; Miller and Slater 2000).

To methodologically account for the relationship between online and offline
practices, ethnographers began “tracing the flows of objects, texts, and bodies” as
they moved between mediated and unmediated environments (Leander and McKim
2003: 211). Some scholars collected and analyzed both online and offline data
(Haythornthwaite and Wellman 2002; Orgad 2008). Others emphasized interactions
or communities and followed the relationships between people and activities as they
moved between online and offline environments (Hodkinson 2002; Kelty 2008;
Wilson 2006). Ethnographers studying subcultures, social phenomena, and
communities of practice incorporated multisited fieldwork techniques into their
methodologies so as to trace activities that took place in different mediated and
unmediated environments. Even those who focused specifically on mediated
practices found that tracing secondary, unmediated interactions enhanced their
research. For example, T. L. Taylor (2006) joined gamers for in-person meetups to
get a better understanding of their mediated dynamics. Ethnographic studies of
mediated cultural practices increasingly moved among different field sites and
devised different techniques for following peoples, practices, and communities

across different mediascapes.

50



The interplay between online and offline peoples and practices also led scholars
to focus on the ways in which the cultural foundations of mediated and unmediated
environments are co-constructed. From Nina Wakeford’s (2003) study of how local
cultural dynamics are embedded in global communication through London Internet
cafés to Mizuko Ito’s (2005) discussion of the mobile phone as a “technosocial
tethering,” ethnographers examined how technological practices are influenced by
cultural practices, physical place, and the ways in which geographically determined
cultural practices configure technologies. In other words, as technological systems
are socially constructed through usage (Bijker et al. 1987), the sociotechnical
practices that emerge shape the cultural landscape of both mediated and unmediated

environments.

As more ethnographers interested in the Internet began employing multisited
and social constructionist approaches, the claim that the Internet was a culture in
and of itself began to fade and few protested its disappearance. This issue reemerged
for debate in 2008 when Tom Boellstoroff (2008) defended his decision to locate his
tieldwork wholly inside Second Life, an immersive virtual world. Boellstoroff argued
that it is critical to study virtual worlds in their own right as a culture with their own
context and that “to demand that ethnographic research always incorporate meeting
residents in the actual world for ‘context’ presumes that virtual worlds are not
themselves contexts” (Boellstorff 2008: 61). While he acknowledges that some

questions require multisited fieldwork, he challenges the assumption that
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unmediated practices inform mediated ones. His challenge forced me to reflect on

my own assumptions.

Boellstoroff’s decision to bound his fieldwork by virtual interactions is driven by
his claim that most Second Life participants do not interact with one another
outside of the virtual environment. His argument is that Second Life is a contained
culture because people’s only interactions with one another take place there. As I
worked out why I found this argument disturbing, I faced two issues. First, I
questioned his claim. Other accounts of Second Life detail people’s finding partners
and friends online whom they connect with offline (Au 2008). Furthermore, in
many online environments, people regularly connect with people they meet across a
variety of Internet contexts (Parks and Floyd 1996; Rheingold 1994, 2002; Taylor
2006) and, more commonly, they interact online with people whom they know
from unmediated environments (Ellison et al. 2007). I was not convinced that
Second Life was unique and truly self-contained. My second concern was more
philosophical. Ethnographers studying unmediated cultural practices had started to
shift away from bounding projects by geographic proximity, emphasizing that global
and networked forces shape even supposedly local cultural dynamics (Appadurai
1996; Piot 1999). Clifford (1997) argued that ethnography must adapt to the ways
in which cultures are not isolated. Given that ethnographers looking at small villages
had moved away from seeing these communities as bounded cultures, I failed to
understand how a community that explicitly defined itself as people’s second lives

could be examined without attention to those people’s “first” lives.
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While I disagree with Boellstoroff’s approach, his critiques of the way in which
online/offline fieldwork implicitly prioritizes the offline are valuable. Offline
tieldwork should not simply be a mechanism to assess if people’s mediated
representations of themselves are accurate or to understand how lived, gendered, and
raced experiences of everyday life affect mediated practices. The offline is not
simply the “backstage” to the mediated “front stage.” Rather, different
geographically and socially constructed contexts are entwined. Conversations and
experience move among media, space, and time. I agree with Boellstoroff that we
must take the experiences people have in mediated environments seriously and
understand how that context shapes cultural practice. Yet we do ourselves a
disservice if we bound our fieldwork by spatial structures—physical or digital—when
people move seamlessly between these spaces. Both mediated and unmediated
fieldwork should have as their goal a rich understanding of the networks of people,

objects, and practices.

2.1.2. Networked Ethnography

Multisited fieldwork is increasingly common in ethnography (Green 1999;
Marcus 1995), but there is no consistent framework for relating the different sites to
one another. One approach, articulated by Jenna Burrell (Forthcoming), is that field
sites should be defined and viewed as a “network composed of fixed and moving
points including spaces, people, and objects.” She argues that such a framework

allows ethnographers to approach social phenomena as a continuous system and
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capture the coherence and fluidity of the different spaces people occupy. Burrell’s
network-driven approach offers one way of addressing Arjun Appadurai’s (1996) call
for scholars to look at the fluid dynamics of “cultural flows” that takes place in a
plethora of different “scapes” (e.g., ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes,
financescapes, and ideoscapes). Both Burrell and Appadurai acknowledge that
mediated landscapes disrupt traditional ideas of spatiality and that this requires

rethinking how ethnographers should traverse such spaces.

Focusing on Burrell’s networks or Appadurai’s scapes addresses Boellstoroff’s
concern that multisited ethnographic studies implicitly privilege one site over
another. Rather than starting with one environment and moving to the other or
constructing a multisited project from disconnected sites, a network-driven
approach should allow scholars to fluidly move along axes of people, places, and
objects, generating meaningful networks and scapes. The result is indeed multisited,
but the sites are chosen in relation to one another. Each axis constitutes a network in

its own right, generating a field site that is a network of networks.

As Burrell articulates, approaching a field site as a network involves finding
different entry points into a phenomenon, following different relationships
between people and practices, and making sense of different types of networks and
their relation to one another. Most important, it requires considering relationships

among people, spaces, and objects, as opposed to studying these in isolation. While
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this approach ruptures any traditional notion of boundaries, it helps ethnographers

track, study, and understand phenomena that are constantly moving.

2.2. My Field Site in and of Networks

Instead of starting with one bounded site, I decided to approach my field site as a
network. I focused my study on the intersection of American teenagers, their
relationship to networked publics, and, in particular, the sociotechnical
phenomenon marked by the rise of social network sites. I began my fieldwork from
different angles and traversed the phenomenon using different approaches. My
fieldwork includes mediated and unmediated environments and I moved across
different social contexts and engaged with different relevant social groups to gain
an understanding of what was taking place. Approaching this puzzle, I began
broadly and narrowed my focus as I achieved clarity. As appropriate, I expanded my
scope when following specific people or trying to make sense of specific spaces. This
created many layers of awareness that allowed me to locate people, spaces, and

practices in a broader context.

I want to focus on three conceptual structures that shaped my field site: youth,
networked publics, and the United States. Brought together, these three formed a
complex intersection of people and practices. With each, I started broadly and was
forced to confront issues of boundaries as I made decisions about where to focus.
These three structures—representing people, mediated space, and unmediated

geography—were constantly entangled. Together, they allowed me a variety of
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starting points for understanding the phenomenon I was studying. This was

especially important when I came up against ethical or structural limitations.

Through the combination of narrowing and conscious decision making, my
fieldwork centered on American teenagers and their engagement with networked
publics. While my field sites primarily consist of three dominant and overlapping
networks, my fieldwork also includes a variety of peripheral networks that involve
the people, spaces, and cultural artifacts that surround teens. Parents, teachers, and
youth ministers all became important in their relation to teens. Likewise, schools,
camps, malls, homes, and networked publics all became important spaces, and

technology, fashion, and media all became crucial cultural artifacts.

2.2.1. From Youth to American Teenagers

Choosing to focus on American teenagers was a conscious act of boundary
making. Initially, my focus was more broadly on “youth.” Prior research on early
adopters and subcultures (boyd 2008b) had led me to think through the
construction of youth culture. Yet I quickly found the label “youth” too unwieldy
for this project. The term itself lacks clarity—is it defined by age (e.g., anyone over
14 and under 24), legal standing (e.g., “minors”), life stage (e.g., unmarried
individuals with no children), or something else? Literature on childhood, teenagers,
youth, adolescence, minors, and students only complicated matters. More

important, the population marked by such a label is too diverse for analysis.
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I chose to exclude those under 13 from my purview simply because the vast
majority of websites do. Compliance with the Children’s Online Privacy Protection
Act (COPPA) requires companies that collect personal data (e.g., a log-in) to get
parental consent for those under 13. Rather than devote resources to collecting
parental consent, most companies require users to be 13 and older. While I knew
that children under 13 lie about their age to gain access to various sites, I decided to
focus my attention on those who could legitimately participate to avoid introducing

an additional confounding variable.

Because my project was shaped by the social network site phenomenon, another
natural boundary emerged. Initially, Facebook allowed only college students to join
and their practices were often different from those of youth participating on
MySpace. Many differences appeared to be shaped by broader structural conditions
each group faced. Parental rules and legal restrictions like curfew laws and driving
age tended to play a significant role in the choices made by high school-age teens,
even if only as something to rebel against. Parents played a less direct role in
controlling the practices of older youth. Older youth appeared more likely to leave
home or at least have more flexibility concerning their mobility and choices. While
most high school-age teens attend high school and live with their parents, older
youth’s lifestyle and practices are more variable. Some attend college while others are
in the military or working. Some live at home while others have moved away from
their parents’ places. The structural forces that configure older youth’s lives are much

more varied. By focusing on high school-age teens, I could look at mediated
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dynamics in relation to relatively stable social structures like parents and school
while still leaving room to talk with those who had decided to unenroll from high
school before graduating, those who had run away from home, and those who were

living in nontraditional housing arrangements.

Narrowing my focus by a combination of age and life stage forced me to
reconsider what I meant by “youth.” While “youth” seemed too broad a descriptor, I
struggled to find a term that properly captured the cohort that I had conceptually
bounded. I rejected “students” for three reasons: (1) not all high school-age youth
are students; (2) not all students are high-school age; and (3) I did not want a term
that referenced a role to a system that I was not studying. The legal concept of
“minor” puts youth in relation to adults while also failing to accurately describe the
population. “Children” is problematic for the same reasons. The term “adolescent” is
often used to negate youth agency by suggesting that they are at an immature

psychological stage at which they cannot be trusted to make decisions.

I am not the first scholar to struggle with this linguistic issue. Barrie Thorne
(1993) conscientiously opted to use the term “kids” because that was the language
her informants used. I decided against this term because it is not native to high
school-age youth and because it typically signifies a population younger than the
cohort I was studying. I finally decided to use the term “teenager” or “teen.” While
technically not all teenagers are of high-school age, most are. The term certainly has

its problems—not the least of which have to do with the evolution of this term as a
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marketing construct in the 1940s (Hine 1999)—but more than any other term, I

thought “teenager” encapsulated the population I was observing.

For entirely practical reasons, I decided to focus only on those teens who spoke
English. I conducted all of my interviews in English and, while I observed non-

English online content, I analyzed only that which was in English.

To analyze mediated practices, I decided to exclude the small minority of teens
who lacked any form of Internet access. In late 2006, Pew found that 93 percent of
U.S. teenagers ages 12-17 had some form of Internet access (Lenhart et al. 2007).
While I wanted to exclude teens with no Internet access, I did not want to exclude
teens whose access was limited or those who were unable to access social media
because of parental restrictions or school filters. During my fieldwork, I did not
meet a single teen who completely lacked Internet access, although I interviewed
and observed many teens who were unable to access the Internet from home or who
had only limited, filtered access in schools and public places or whose parents tightly
restricted their access. Given the availability of access in schools and public places at
all socioeconomic levels, I began to suspect that those with zero access primarily
lived in rural regions, were homeschooled, or were otherwise not part of

contemporary teen culture and communities.

Because I wanted to interview teens in person, I decided to add a geographic
tilter to my scope. The Internet allowed me to observe teens from around the world,

but a global scope was impractical and unmanageable. I considered locating my
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fieldwork in Los Angeles, but I decided that would be the wrong scale. I was too
interested in understanding how practices varied across the United States. I decided
to sample across the United States both online and in person. At some levels, the
United States is a coherent cultural frame, while at others it is not at all. Media,
consumerism, and politics all shape the country in fairly consistent ways. Clear
Channel pumps a consistent selection of music to more than 1,200 radio stations in
the United States; cable TV shows the same popular shows to every region; and
movie theaters promote the same blockbusters. Chain stores and franchises dominate
the geographic landscape and it is difficult to drive far in this country without
tinding a Starbucks, Wal-Mart, or McDonald’s. Schools are shaped by “No Child
Left Behind” standards, and, to the degree that people pay attention, what happens
in D.C. defines the political landscape. But even taking into account demographics,
there are huge cultural variations across the United States. The experiences of a white
Christian teen from a poor family in New Mexico look vastly different from those
of an equivalent teen in Appalachia. The same stores and food may exist in St.
George, Utah, and Okemos, Michigan, but those small towns are worlds apart. The
United States began as a loosely connected network of distinct communities with
separate cultural dynamics and, even as a large nation-state, its communities still

retain much of their unique flavor.

In deciding to take on the United States as a geographic frame, I made a
conscious decision to work through cultural similarities and differences that are

inherently a part of this country. I intentionally use the cultural referent
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“American” instead of the nation-state term “United States” to emphasize the
complex cultural dynamics that are linked to the former. The United States is a
nation-state defined by its (theoretically impermeable) borders and (often
problematic) political activities. Conversely, an American identity is about the
intersection of common cultural forces, geographically diverse cultural practices, and
proud individualism marked by sentimental notions of freedom. As I see it, part of
what it means to be an American is to constantly shape and be shaped by the
tornado of cultural forces that constantly flow through the United States, resulting
in a different and far more complex cultural experience than the image of American

culture that the United States tends to export through media and commerce.

2.2.2. From Networked Publics to MySpace and Facebook

A networked public is both the space constructed through networked
technologies and the people who are connected by those technologies. Genres of
social media that produce spaces for publics to emerge are themselves networked
publics. Although the most popular forms of social media are primarily about
connecting individuals or small groups (e.g., instant messaging, text messaging),
networked publics capture the social imagination by suggesting an alternative
organization of society. Usenet, chatrooms, the blogosphere, and social network sites
are all networked publics that allow people to gather, share, and converse. The
structure of these spaces suggests that people can connect with others like them

across social and geographic divisions. This, in fact, is the crux of the techno-utopian
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dream. My interest in networked publics stems from a fascination with the
differences between what is imagined as possible and what people actually do when

they gather in and create public spaces online.

My project focused broadly on networked publics. When I began, two
blog/journal communities—Xanga and LiveJournal—were the most popular
mediated spaces in which teens gathered. As teens grew enamored with MySpace
and, later, Facebook, I followed them. Quickly, MySpace and Facebook played a
much more central role in teens’ lives than Xanga and LiveJournal ever did.
MySpace and Facebook became the dominant mediated site for my fieldwork simply

because they dominated teens’ attention.

Temporally, my fieldwork traced the rise of MySpace. When I began observing
youth practice in late 2004, only a handful of teens had adopted MySpace, but it
quickly became the most popular networked public space in which American teens
gathered. Midway through my fieldwork, Facebook started to take off and capture
the imagination of American teens. I followed this phenomenon as well. By the end
of my fieldwork, Facebook had become a significant competitor to MySpace and

MySpace’s status among teens had begun to fade.

MySpace and Facebook both host profiles for millions of American teenagers. It
is impossible to follow every teen who uses these sites so I developed strategies for
following different cultural dynamics that took place without following all

participants. On MySpace, I used a random sample of user profiles as entry points
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and followed the Friend networks to get a sense of the topology. Because MySpace’s
profiles are linked to numerical user IDs, I was able to use a random-number
generator to select a subset of profiles to view. Some of these had been deleted and
others were bands—1I ignored these. With the help of MySpace, I viewed the rest and
analyzed all that were most likely teenagers. I did not keep quantitative measures of

those that I discarded, as my goal was purely to get a random sample of teen profiles.

Because of differences in structure and access, it was not possible to get a
random sample of Facebook profiles. Instead, I made accounts in different regional
networks and started with a sample of teens who made their profiles visible to these
networks. I could view their Friends’ lists, but I could often not view their Friends’
profiles. My sample on Facebook was very limited and unrepresentative but, at the
time, I was less concerned with Facebook profiles because the options for self-
expression were more limited and fewer teens were engaged there. Only at the end

of my fieldwork did I come to consider my lack of access as a limiting factor.

As a participant on these sites, I was connected to friends, colleagues, and peers;
this participation provided an entirely different angle for understanding these sites.
As a member of different technology circles, I also had access to the business side of
these companies, providing yet another vantage point. While these sites became a
core focus of my fieldwork, challenges in collecting data also complicated my work.

The semi-public nature of networked publics gave me a window into teens’ lives, but
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it also taught me that the limited view is often misleading. As I will discuss later,

access and visibility became core methodological challenges.

Throughout my fieldwork, I tracked other forms of social media and networked
publics. I kept tabs on older genres that were once fairly popular with teens,
including chatrooms and blogs. I followed media-sharing services as communities
began to form around them. Yet while sites like YouTube gained tremendous
popularity among youth, teens predominantly used them as content-access and
distribution tools rather than networked publics. Many pundits argued that the next
teen fad would be immersive 3D worlds like Second Life and massively multiplayer
online role-playing games like World of Warcraft, but no mass adoption took place
while I was doing fieldwork. I observed teen practice in and interviewed them about
a wide array of networked publics, but MySpace and Facebook were the stable crux

of teen participation.

MySpace and Facebook serve as crucial case studies throughout my dissertation.!
MySpace and Facebook allowed me to observe traces of a variety of teens and their
peers in a highly mediated environment. These tools gave me a window into aspects
of many teens’ lives, but the picture was always partial and slanted. While there are
significant limitations to what I could watch through MySpace and Facebook, these

sites allowed me to observe teens from all over the United States. Such access

! Chapter 3 documents the history of these sites and places them into a broader context of social
media; Appendix 2 details specific site features so that readers can follow the discussion even if

they are not familiar with the specific sites.
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provided valuable insights into the cultural dynamics of specific places, which, in

turn, helped me as I began interviewing throughout the country.

2.2.3. From the United States to Teens’ Homes and IHOP

While observing teens in Montana and Texas through MySpace did not require
me to leave my chair, moving between different physical locations was time
consuming and economically costly. When I began interviewing teens in person, I
had to take geography into account in ways that I never considered online. The
third core component of my field site—the United States—comprised a diverse set
of individual communities in which I spent time visiting and working. I
intentionally chose a variety of different types of communities in different regions

and aimed to interact with a diverse swath of teens.

In choosing where to visit, I leveraged my travel schedule to get to different
regions and then aimed for diverse types of communities. In 2006-2007, I extended
work-related trips around the country to interview and observe teens in the
surrounding areas. For logistical reasons, I decided to focus on teenagers living in
urban, suburban, and small-town regions, although I did end up speaking with and

observing a handful of teenagers living in rural settings.

I spent more than 150 days outside of California doing fieldwork during the 2.5
years I was in the field. My time in California was split between San Francisco and

Los Angeles. I interviewed 94 teenagers and observed hundreds more in the District
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of Columbia and 16 states: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Iowa, Kansas,
Massachusetts, Michigan, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York,
North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Washington. I visited cities, small towns,
new suburban communities, and old suburbia. I spent some time in rural Iowa and
Kansas, but I primarily focused on nonrural environments. Unfortunately, a
planned trip to Georgia was cancelled, leaving a visible hole in regions from which I
interviewed and observed teens. In 2008, I had the opportunity to talk informally
with teens in Louisiana and Utah, but I did not arrange interviews or structure our
conversations based on my research. Still, in both environments, teens talked with

me about their online practices after they learned that I was writing about this topic.

In each community, I practiced a combination of interviewing and observing. I
observed social dynamics in shopping centers and malls, movie theater lobbies, fast-
food restaurants, cafés, and churches. I watched teens socialize with peers at the
beach, at all-ages music venues, on buses, in parking lots, and at youth centers. I
visited high schools and after-school programs in Northern and Southern California,
New Jersey, and Massachusetts. In short, I tried to spend time in all of the semi-
public physical places where teens gather. I also visited more adult-centered

environments and spoke with local community members about teen culture.

In most of the communities, I never stayed long enough to have a local’s

perspective. Yet even in those towns where I do or did live—Lancaster,
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Pennsylvania; Boston; San Francisco; Los Angeles—teens gave me an entirely

different perspective on towns that I knew fairly well.

By spending time in multiple geographically organized communities in the
United States, I was able to see teens’ lives through a vantage point that
encompassed differences across communities. For ethical reasons that I will discuss
later, I was not able to directly communicate with teens online. Thus, in-person

interviews became essential for mapping out teens’ logic behind their practices.

2.2.4. Locating Myself in My Field Site

In approaching this project, I was conscious to account for my own experiences
in relation to who, what, and where I was studying. My identity and experiences
shape this project, my interviews, and my analysis. I am a 30-year-old, white,
American-born, college-educated, queer woman. I have lived in eight different
communities in the United States, including small towns, suburbs, and big cities,
and I have spent time in many more. Because I am familiar with the United States, I
worked diligently to interact with cultural artifacts and observe cultural practices

that were unfamiliar to me.

I have also been online since I was 13 and the Internet has shaped my life and
identity in uncountable ways. I am frequently called a “digital native,” a
controversial term applied to some of today’s teens who incorporate mediating

technologies in every aspect of their lives (Palfrey and Gasser 2008). My media and
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technology usage is far more aligned with that of today’s teens than with that of
most adults. That said, I am no longer a teenager and I do not share many of teens’
concerns, practices, routines, and lifestyles. I use many of the same tools, but I do so

differently.

My experience as a teenager, my relationship to social media, and my comfort
with the United States put me in a unique position entering the field. Conscious of
this, I constantly reflected on my assumptions and expectations. Throughout my

fieldwork, the mantra of “make the familiar strange” echoed through my head.

2.2.5. An Imperfect Field Site

The value of building a field site as a set of networks is the opportunity for
continuity, one of the advantages Burrell (Forthcoming) documents for choosing to
approach fieldwork this way. Creating continuity requires being able to move
seamlessly between different mediated and unmediated environments. The fluidity
with which teens move between different contexts highlights the continuity that
they experience. When I began my project, I believed that it would be possible to
follow them across these spaces. Yet social, cultural, and ethical limitations thwarted
my intention to move along the different axes I laid out. In essence, I struggled to
handle the complexities of a collapse in contexts as a member of the invisible

audience, issues that I laid out in Chapter 1.
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As minors, teens are vulnerable subjects. Part of their vulnerability stems from
general concerns about the power relations between adults and minors. Cultural
tears about sexual predators, stalkers, and abductors influence what is socially
appropriate and ethical. Furthermore, parental consent is necessary for direct
engagement with teenagers, which means that parents must preapprove any
situation in which I can interact with teens. With parental permission, I was able to
interview teens in predefined settings, but I could not simply follow teens about
their daily lives or to school, even if teens gave me permission to do so. This
restriction obliterates any chance of natural fluidity. In theory, following teens when
they gathered with their friends in public settings was possible but felt stalkerish, as
would following them beyond those settings. In short, my position as an adult
meant that there was no comfortable way to move seamlessly across unmediated

contexts without triggering ethical alarms.

Moving between mediated and unmediated environments introduced different
challenges. While teens who I interviewed frequently showed me their online
profiles, I was not able to sit with them on an average night when they were
socializing with their friends through the sites. I accepted all Friend requests from
teens, but I thought asking teens to be my Friend was an abuse of authority. As such,
I could not really participate in collective “hanging out digitally” either. I could
observe teens whom I interviewed, but this was not the same as creating a
continuous space for interaction. I knew that what I was seeing included in-jokes,

references to offline activities, and conversations that had begun elsewhere, yet I
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could not follow the referents. While my access was in some ways limited in these
spaces, I was also privileged to have access to more everyday teen banter than I

would normally encounter given my adult status.

Approaching teens online for offline interviews or interactions felt inappropriate
given the cultural context concerning teens and online strangers. While scholars
studying other communities felt comfortable contacting people online and
interviewing them there or meeting with them in person (Baym 1993; Rettberg
2008; Taylor 2006), they were primarily dealing with adults. Mass media, safety
organizations, police officers, and parents regularly tell kids that they should not talk
to strangers online because they are potential child predators. Although, as I will
discuss in Chapter 6, these fears are overblown, they are nonetheless real. As a result,

I thought trying to move from online to offline would be inappropriate.

In unmediated contexts, observing typically makes a researcher visible to those
being observed. Online, this is not the case. While I was an active participant-
observer in networked publics, I was practically invisible to teens. I had a blog and
profiles on both MySpace and Facebook long before any of the teens I met did,” but
there was no reason why teens should read my blog or stumble on my profile.
Simply having a profile and being an active participant among my own friends did

not make me visible to the teens I was observing. When I visited teens’ profiles,

* I began blogging in 1997. I created my MySpace account in September 2003 and my Facebook
account in mid-2004. Additionally, I began studying social network sites in the form of Friendster in

early 2003 and created a profile on most major social network sites before I began studying them.
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they had no way of knowing that there were visitors, let alone who I was. Most teens

I observed were (and still are) completely unaware of my existence.

As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, there is no implicit visibility online.
Without my making my presence explicit, there is no way for someone to know
that I am there. Yet there are few acceptable ways to make my presence known.
Ethnographers in other networked publics often make a point of “de-lurking” in
online communities to make their presence known. In communities where chatting
with strangers or leaving comments is socially acceptable, de-lurking is often valued.
Researchers entering such spaces can make their presence known and become
trusted participant-observers. Such interactions allow them to develop social rapport
with those they are observing and even contact participants directly for further
conversation (e.g., Baym 1993; Rettberg 2008; Taylor 2006). This is not the
dynamic of teens and social network sites. By and large, teens talk to people they
know and have little interest in developing connections with strangers. To make my
presence known, I would have had to initiate explicit contact with teens. I could
have sent teens private messages, added them as Friends, or poked them on
Facebook. Such direct contact removed from any social context in which it is
socially appropriate feels unethical, not to mention the challenges associated with an
adult’s contacting a minor. I was not innately visible nor could I make my visibility

known without direct contact.
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While unsolicited messages to teens felt inappropriate, I initially thought that I
could leverage connections I had to contact other teens. I decided against this
approach because of the potential it had to put teens in an awkward situation,
particularly when they were forced to weigh their friends’ support against their
parents’ warnings. Such a dynamic is best exemplified by an encounter I

experienced in late 2006.

I met Dan, a 15-year-old from Northern California, at a conference for geeks.
We talked about a variety of things and, at the end of the conference, our
conversation spilled into an email dialogue. He invited me to be his Friend on
MySpace and we kept in touch. At one point, we started talking about copying and
pasting code into MySpace and he told me about Cory, a friend of his from school
whom he thought to be the expert on the matter. He told me which of his Friends
on MySpace was Cory and encouraged me to contact him. I sent Cory a MySpace
message, indicating that Dan had encouraged me to contact him and explaining
that I was a researcher. I then asked him a question about his technical practice. Cory
responded with a curt note that included a brief explanation and a message about
how his parents did not want him talking to strange adults online and while I
seemed to be who I said I was, I would need to call his parents for permission to
continue the conversation. I felt dreadful and apologized profusely for putting him
an awkward situation. When I recounted this story to Dan months later, he sighed

and acknowledged that concern about online strangers was rampant. My encounter
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with Cory made me realize that I risked making teens very uncomfortable by

contacting them online for online-only conversations, let alone offline encounters.

Creating continuous spaces across different media requires a certain degree of
permeability between those spaces. The potential permeability of different contexts
terrifies parents. I erred on the safe side and chose to interact with teens one context
at a time. As a result, I experienced teens’ lives in a staccato fashion. I observed
teens in discrete, bounded spatial contexts, but I was unable to follow them across
spatial dimensions as they moved. That said, in casting my net widely, I was able to
get tremendous information from multiple discrete contexts. Each interaction
provided valuable perspectives into the lives of teens and the spaces that they

inhabit.

2.3. My Data

The data that shaped this project stemmed from a variety of different sources,
collected during an extended period. Formally, my ethnographic data collection
took place during a period of 2.5 years, starting in early 2005. Informally, it began
earlier and continues to this day. The bulk of data used in my analysis consists of
digital content captured in networked publics and semi-structured in-person
interviews. Both online and offline observation data also shape my description and
analysis, as does material attained through a wide array of disparate sources. For

example, I also collected data in informal settings and was able to access data
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collected by others. What follows is a description of the different types of data that I

acquired, used, or had access to as a part of my fieldwork.

By the time this research project formally took shape in 2005, I was already
immersed in the social network site phenomenon and looking at teen and young
adults’ participation in networked publics. For a different project, I began taking
fieldnotes on social network sites in March 2003 and began taking fieldnotes on
MySpace in January 2004. During this period, I focused broadly on early adopters. I
also began taking fieldnotes on teen and young adults’ blogging in July 2004. I
started observing teen practices on MySpace in early 2005, but I did not begin
unmediated observations of teens in public spaces until after receiving human
subjects approval in May 2006. I began a series of formal semi-structured interviews
in December 2006, although I had had numerous information conversations with
teenagers before that. I left the field to start writing in October 2007. That said, I
am still immersed in the social network sites and I still regularly interact with

teenagers in unmediated contexts.

2.3.1. Online Data and Observation

As part of my data collection, I spent extensive time online. I never kept records
of how much time I spent surfing profiles, reading teens’ blogs and news articles
about teens, informally talking with a variety of people, observing teenagers online
and offline, or tracking the phenomenon more broadly. I was embedded in the
online phenomenon involving teens and social network sites from mid-2005 to
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mid-2007 (with a three-month break in spring 2006). When I was involved in full-
time data collection, I probably spent roughly 50 hours a week inside teen
networked publics or observing teens offline. I estimate that I spent more than
2,000 hours surfing MySpace alone. While collecting data, I scanned 10-50
random’® MySpace profiles a day; I examined more than 10,000 teen profiles in an
effort to make sense of the content that teens shared. In sampling these random
profiles, my goal was to gain a general sense of typicality while also looking for the
range of experiences and presentations teens portrayed. I manually saved 1,000

representative public profiles for in-depth examination.

Toward the end of my research, I began joining Facebook town networks and
using those to access teens’ profiles. Because random sampling was not possible, I
aimed to get a broad, representative sample by selecting different typesof
communities and looking for a wide range of profiles. That said, my breadth was
limited in part because only a small subset of teens had made their profiles visible to
their towns’ networks. During the process of interviewing teens, I often looked at

their profiles, either with them or later.

? MySpace profiles are assigned a unique identifying number (UIN) based on the order in which
they are created. Through minimal trial and error, it is possible to determine the highest UIN (i.e.,
the newest account created). I used a random-number generator to get a random set of UINs, which
could be plugged into http://www.myspace.com/UIN to produce users’ profiles. I ignored band
profiles, empty profiles, deleted profiles, and profiles of people who were clearly adults. With the
support of MySpace, I was able to obtain a random sample of private profiles as well as public

profiles.
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I used profile data to examine how teens presented themselves online. During
interviews with teens, I often talked about their profiles to get a sense of how they
thought about their self-presentations. The combination of profile and interview
data frames the foundation of my analysis of identity performance. I also use online
data to ground my understanding of teen practices with respect to status and peer

relations.

I did not interact with most teens whom I observed online, but I did regularly
communicate with teens who approached me or who I knew from unmediated
contexts. A few teens became regular commenters on my blog, providing additional
information when I talked about teen practices. In 2007, I hired one of these teens,
Sam Jackson (now a freshman at Yale), as an intern to help me examine online data.
Together, we scoured thousands of LiveJournal, Xanga, and MySpace blog posts,
looking for teens talking about their use of social media. We stored more than 200
blog posts by teens talking about their use of social network sites. Blog comments
helped me access teen perspectives that I did not hear during interviews. I use this

data to counter or complement the broader topology of teen practices.

2.3.2. Interviews

From late 2006 to mid-2007, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 94

teens from 10 states (Alabama, California, Iowa, Kansas, Massachusetts, Michigan,
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Nebraska, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Washington).* Roughly half came from major
urban regions and their surrounding suburbs (e.g., Los Angeles, Seattle), a quarter
came from suburbs of mid-size cities (e.g., outside Austin, Texas, and Kansas City,
Missouri), and a quarter came from smaller towns or the rural regions surrounding
them (e.g., Ames, Iowa, and Lancaster, Pennsylvania). I intentionally chose diverse
regions and made an effort in these regions to go to diverse communities that

represented different demographics and cultural makeup.

Recruitment varied in each region. In Seattle, the library association that invited
me to speak used its connections to recruit a diverse sample of teens who lived
within a 50-mile radius. In Kansas, I leveraged a network of teachers through a
friend who worked for the state’s department of education. In Los Angeles, I worked
with a youth center organizer, a teacher, and a few parents. In Texas, my second
cousin connected me to a local parents’ organization. In Iowa and Nebraska, I
leveraged the networks of friends who grew up there and friends of friends to reach
people who lived there. Extended networks of friends, parents, and teachers helped
me reach teens in Alabama, Massachusetts, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. In Seattle,
Kansas, Massachusetts, Iowa, and half of Los Angeles, people who knew the
community helped me recruit teens from different backgrounds. I asked these adults
to introduce me to a representative range of teens who reflected the diversity of the

community; I explicitly asked them to avoid focusing on exceptional teens—both

* Details about teens I interviewed or from whom I quoted public online content can be found in

Appendix 1.
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those who stood out for their achievements and those who stood out for their
disobedience or failures. In doing so, I wanted to curb the tendency to emphasize
extreme cases so that I could obtain a sample that included average teens. I did meet
and interview exceptional teens, but they were not dominant in my sample. In
other locations, I asked the networks of adults whom I spoke with to encourage
teens and/or parents to contact me if they wanted to participate. I requested simple
demographic information (age, gender, zip code, interests) and selected a
combination of teens who I thought might show differences within a community.
When I took this route, more than twice as many teens contacted me as I had time
to interview. At no point did I limit my interviewees based on their technical

abilities or investments.

The formal in-person interviews were semi-structured and lasted 1-4 hours, with
the majority lasting between 90 minutes and 2 hours. I allowed the teens to choose
where they wished to be interviewed; I interviewed teens at their houses (with
parents in a different room), at schools, at coffee shops and restaurants, at youth
centers, and at their places of employment. I invited teens to bring along a friend or
family member of their choice if that would make them feel comfortable; roughly
half of those interviewed were interviewed in pairs. In earlier projects, I had found
that this sometimes helps ease the power dynamics inherent in interviews, especially
when there is a discrepancy in age. I had also found that allowing pairs makes
parents more comfortable, which can help with gaining access to teens. Not

surprisingly, interviews with pairs tend to take longer. No doubt interviewing pairs
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alters the dynamic, but the differences are neither better nor worse. Pairs tend to
correct one another or provide clarity or context to the other’s answers, leading me
to believe that singles are more likely to obscure or misremember the truth. When
the rapport between all three of us is good, pairs are more likely to reveal
embarrassing events about the other person or to push the other person to do so.
Conversely, singles are more likely to indicate lack of knowledge or weaknesses. It is
easier to get at—and for that matter observe—friendship dynamics in pairs while

teens offer a more detailed portrait of home life when alone.

Of the teens I interviewed, 57 percent were female and 43 percent were male.
The average age of the teens I interviewed was 15.9 years old. I asked teens to
indicate their race and allowed them to indicate multiple races—51 percent listed
white; 20 indicated they were Hispanic, Latino, Mexican, Puerto Rican, or Chicano;
15 percent marked themselves as black; 6 percent said that they had some Native
American roots; 4 percent identified as Indian or Pakistani; 4 percent indicated they
were Asian; and 2 percent identified as Egyptian. I did not ask for information on
religious practices, but the majority of teens I interviewed referenced church during
the interview; two volunteered that their families were Muslim. More than 25
percent indicated that they spoke a non-English language at home either sometimes

or frequently.

While marking socioeconomic status in the United States is fraught, I attempted

to interview teens who appeared to be from a wide variety of socio-economic
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backgrounds. I asked teens to indicate their parents’ education, although many did
not. Of those who did, approximately two-thirds indicated that they had at least one
parent with a college education. I interviewed teens whose parents were lawyers and
veterinarians and I interviewed teens whose parents worked the night shift at a hotel
and worked at the family restaurant. Some of the teens I interviewed did not have a
parent who worked and three did not live with either parent. Some teens had parents
who expected them to do graduate work while others simply wanted them to stay
off drugs. Not all of the teens I interviewed expected to go to college and few
intended to leave their home state to do so. A handful expected to go to the military
and the rest intended to work after high school. In finding teens to interview, I tried

to find teens with different stories and different perspectives.

The bulk of my dissertation analysis stems from the data that I collected during
interviews, set against online observations and observations of the communities in
which these teens live. My analysis of peer relations and power dynamics is deeply
rooted in these interviews and I use teens’ words to give shape to the analysis that I

do. These interviews are also what helped me map teens’ online performances.

2.3.3. Fieldwork in Less Structured Environments

As it was not possible for me to be a true participant-observer in teen
communities, I found other ways to get access to and observe teens’” everyday
cultural practices. I connected with numerous teens in less structured environments

to gain a more general sense of what was going on and how the teens I was
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interviewing and observing online fit into a broader ecology of teen culture. These
observations and informal interactions helped me ground the formal data that I
collected and analyzed. I used different tactics to work around the structural

limitations that I faced in getting close to teens on an everyday basis.

I spent time with kids of friends and colleagues, volunteered to help friends who
were working with poor and gang youth, and sat in on classes that friends were
teaching. I interviewed high-school seniors from my alma mater and worked
alongside activist youth. I talked with teens at malls, on airplanes, and in churches. I
never formally interviewed any of these teens, but their perspective and stories were

invaluable in helping me make certain I was looking at the full picture.

In public places where teens gather, I started wearing some of the MySpace T-
shirts that the company gave me. At the beginning of the MySpace phenomenon,
this frequently motivated teens to approach me to ask about the shirt. When I told
them that I was a researcher, they would tell me stories about how they used

MySpace.

I was a guest on two teen-organized radio programs and the expert for dozens of
teens’ articles in their school newspapers. Teens interviewed me for their school
reports and, when they wrote to get quotes, we often started conversing about what
they were doing online. I moderated youth panels at conferences, helping adults

hear teens’ voices directly.
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Beyond youth media, I regularly served as a radio, TV, and newspaper press
expert. When I appeared, teens would write me with questions, thoughts, or requests
for advice. While NPR and the New York Times provoked some teenagers to
respond, I received the greatest response when I appeared on Fox’s The O’Reilly
Factor. One teen wrote to me on MySpace to say that even though I went to
Berkeley and was probably a liberal, he really liked what I had to say and wished that

I would call his mother.

At my public talks, teens were often present. Initially, these situations terrified
me because I felt awkward describing teen practices with teens in the audience. Yet I
found these events to be tremendously rewarding. My talks usually energized the
teens in the audience and they frequently approached me to thank me, correct me,
and tell me their stories. Four of my talks included large groups of teens: an online
safety-planning session for teens, a countrywide religious synod, an event for teen
media creators, and a conference on science that attracted high-school volunteers.
After each of these talks, I was surrounded by more teens than adults and their

feedback was quite helpful.

More than anything, my informal interactions with teens during the last few
years helped me ground what I was seeing and develop a sense for what I might be
missing. Teens would tell me where I should be looking, let me know what I was
missing, and push back on my analysis. In this way, I was able to learn from and

share my findings with other members of the population being studied.
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Anthropologists have argued that ethnography should involve collaboration between
researchers and subjects (Lassiter 2005; Mosse 2006) and I valued the ability to share

my work with those I was studying.

2.3.4. External Data

I have been—and continue to be—actively involved with technology companies
and communities of researchers. While working on my dissertation, I was exposed
to a tremendous amount of relevant data that was not part of my dissertation
fieldwork. This proved to be valuable in shaping my data collection and validating
my analyses. When outside data suggested findings that conflicted with my own, I
was forced to work out what might explain the differences. While this did happen on
occasion, prompting path correction, outside findings typically confirmed what I
was seeing. By having access to outside data, I was able to focus my interviews,
contextualize my mediated observations, and get a better grasp of the phenomenon.
Although I do not use outside data directly in this project, I believe it is important to

acknowledge that such data did shape this project.

While in graduate school, I consulted for and interned at a variety of companies
involved in social media. Through these engagements, I ran focus groups,
interviewed teens, interpreted data, and analyzed profile data. In return for my
feedback, MySpace shared internal research with me and gave me access to some of
its data. As an expert on social media, I spoke with hundreds of journalists, safety
experts, youth librarians, ministers, marketers, parents, teachers, youth researchers,
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congressional staff, district attorneys, technology developers, and social workers.
Many of these people shared data or anecdotes in return for my expertise. I also
collaborated with various researchers at different institutions who were also
collecting data about topics related to my dissertation, including the Pew Internet
and American Life Project, Harvard’s Berkman Center for Internet and Society, and
the MacArthur Foundation-funded digital kids project at University of Southern

California and University of California at Berkeley.

Throughout my project and beyond my fieldwork, I have been exposed to data
about how teenagers are using technology, how adults are responding, and how
society is coping. Other researchers’ observations, interview data, and unpublished
findings have helped inform my work and given me a sense of clarity about what I
am finding. The work of colleagues has helped me contextualize what it is that I am
seeing. While I do not analyze their data for my dissertation, I would be remiss not

to account for how this data informed my perspective.

2.3.5. Complexities of Online Data

Many of the complexities of collecting data stem from the challenges I faced in
setting up my field site, but I want to highlight the issues I faced in collecting online
data because of privacy settings and norms. As I collected data and observed
practices online, I had to ask myself two questions: (1) If content is publicly
accessible on MySpace, do I have a right to access it?; and (2) When I have access to
private content without people’s awareness, how should I incorporate this as data? In
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essence, I struggled to negotiate the convergence of public and private contexts, an

issue that I mapped out in Chapter 1 as a core complexity of networked publics.

Even when teens’ content is “public,” they may not understand quite how public
that content really is (Stern 2004). My interviews with teens suggested that while
many teens on MySpace and Facebook do not restrict adults’ viewing of their
profiles, they do not expect adults to view what they write. As one teen remarked,
“Why would an adult want to look at my profile?” Most of the teens I interviewed
did not feel as though they had something to hide, but they were dumbfounded as
to why adults would visit their profiles if they did not know them. Teens expected
that random strangers might stumble on their pages but presumed that the strangers

would keep moving.

Just because I could view their content did not necessarily mean teens wanted
me to. This is not to say that all teens objected to my viewing their profiles. On the
contrary, teens frequently gave me their MySpace addresses as a way to contact
them, implicitly welcoming me to view their profiles. When I told teens that I was
browsing profiles, they thought it was an odd use of my time, but they were not
appalled. It was clear that they had not accounted for me in their mental model of
potential visitors, but they did not see me as a harmful visitor either. What worried
me is that most teens had no idea that I was viewing their profiles because of my

invisibility.
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Researchers have argued that, when it comes to data that is in a public/private
continuum, it is important to take into consideration both content and context
(Elm 2008). Most of the content that I viewed was harmless, filled with stories that
were irrelevant to anyone who did not know the particular teen. Although the press
tends to spin a teens-gone-wild narrative when addressing MySpace profiles, I
visited more profiles with odes to Jesus than with disturbing photos. In other words,
the content was simply mundane. At the same time, the context in which that
content was created did not include me. Teens created their content to be consumed
by their peers. Furthermore, the inequality in visibility worried me. Not only did I

not fit into the context, but also my presence was nonexistent.

Given this combination of content and context, I decided to be tremendously
cautious in the ways in which I captured and used public profile data. Even though
the data was purportedly public, I treated it as sensitive material for the purposes of
data capture and storage. I analyzed the profile content, but when using examples in
my writing, I scrub all identifying information and, in some cases, alter the text so
that the profile is not findable through search. To minimize potential harm, I use

examples from this data set rarely and cautiously.

I decided to treat public content with such care because of the mediated nature
of it. In ephemeral public situations, repeating direct quotes that are overheard is
unlikely to put anyone at risk. Because of the persistent and searchable nature of

networked publics, it is tremendously easy to trace a digital conversation back to its
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source. Doing so shines a spotlight on individuals, their content, and their peers.
While teens’ content might be public, most of it is not meant to be read by all
people across all time and all space. There are cases in which teens create content
that is clearly intended for a wide audiences, such as the teens who produce podcasts
for Youth Radio that are then aired on NPR. Yet these cases are rare. In drawing the
line, I decided to directly reference content that was clearly meant for mass
consumption and to do everything possible to protect content that appeared to be
intended for peers or small audiences. I decided that it was unethical to amplify

content’s visibility when that does not appear to be the teen’s intention.

Private profiles were a different matter altogether. Although MySpace profiles
were initially public-only, both MySpace and Facebook implemented privacy
settings to allow users to restrict who could access their profiles. With MySpace,
profiles are either public or Friends-only. Facebook’s approach is more complex;
teens can never make their profiles truly public, but they can make them available
to everyone in their school or city. When these settings came into play, teenagers
were encouraged to—and frequently did—limit access to their profiles (Lenhart and
Madden 2007b). On one hand, I was glad to see teens restrict their profiles to the
audience that they intended their content for. On the other, these restrictions
hampered my ability to observe teen practices. Furthermore, I was concerned that if
I considered only public profiles, I would get a skewed view of what was taking

place.
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As it turned out, I gained access to private content in two ways: through teens
and through MySpace. In interviews and conversations, teens (and their parents)
regularly showed me their private profiles. Because profiles are constructed
collectively, these profiles revealed just as much about those teens’ friends as they did
the teens themselves. Additionally, teens often showed me the private profiles of
their friends and classmates and these contained comments and connections to a
wider set of teens. In other words, through one teen’s profile, I could see the private
dynamics of a much broader swath of teens’ practices. MySpace also gave me limited
access to some private profiles in exchange for advice on how to approach certain
situations. The company also gave me limited access to content that teens and their
parents had submitted to support and abuse teams, both for advice and during my

deposition in a lawsuit.

Such access was tremendously informative, but it came with ethical baggage that
I was forced to confront. In both cases, I viewed content that teens produced
without being its intended recipient. While public content is also not necessarily
meant for me, teens had not made explicit moves to restrict who could access their
profiles. Of course, private content is never truly private. Teens can copy and paste
what peers write and broadcast it elsewhere on the web (a common form of
bullying). Company privacy policies allow companies to use content for internal
purposes and to share it with third parties under specific circumstances, including
police investigations and lawsuits. Company employees access private profiles for

both support purposes and research.
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Given that I believed that this material was highly sensitive and not meant for
my research purposes, I decided not to document or store any information from
private profiles. I observed this content and it shaped my understanding of the data
that I did capture, but I did not directly analyze any of this material as part of my
dissertation nor do I ever quote from such content. While access to private data
required tremendous caution, I also believe that viewing both public and private

content strengthened my analysis.

2.4. Analyzing Relationships and Technology

By constructing my field site as a network and collecting disparate data using
multiple techniques in a variety of settings, I set the stage for analyzing a social
phenomenon rather than a specific population or space. To analyze that
phenomenon, I examine the networks of people in relation to one another, focusing
on the role that technology and other mediating objects play in those networks. My
analytic approach focuses on three different sets of relationships: (1) the relationship
teens have to themselves as they engage with networked publics; (2) the relationship
teens have to their peers through networked publics; and (3) the relationship that
teens have to parents and other adults who hold power over them as a result of
networked publics. My dissertation is organized around these analytic categories and
a chapter is dedicated to each of these three. I use a combination of cultural and
structural analysis and draw on different types of data to determine the dynamics

involved.
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In the first section of my dissertation, I analyze how teens negotiate self-
representation and impression management in social network sites. My approach is
primarily a cultural analysis in which I interrogate how social network sites alter
everyday practices involving identity and context. I use data collected through
MySpace profiles and interview data concerning the decisions that teens made as
they crafted their profiles. My analysis works to understand the relationship between

what teens view to be their practices and what the traces of those practices signal.

The second section of my dissertation explores how teens relate to their friends
and peers through and because of networked publics. My analytic approach in this
chapter is primarily structural in that I examine how technology replicates,
reinforces, and alters the practices of peer relations. I bridge interview data about
teens’ practices with their friends and peers with an analysis of the properties and
features of social network sites. The interview data that I use includes discussions of
unmediated peer relations as well as those involving networked publics. My analysis
focuses on how networked publics alter the structural conditions for peer

management and the ways that teens negotiate this.

In the third section of my dissertation, I examine the relationships between
teens and adults in relation to the social network site phenomena. The bulk of this
chapter centers on the moral panics that emerged and the ways in which teens and
adults navigated these fears and their relationship to one another. My analysis

primarily takes a structural form and focuses on the power that adults have in
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controlling teens’ relationship to public spaces, including networked publics, and
teens’ efforts for agency in this context. While the bulk of this chapter focuses on
the struggles that teens and adults face in relating to one another, I also spend time
analyzing more positive interactions between teens and adults as a result of these
sites. I draw primarily on interview data concerning teens’ relationships to their
parents and other adults, but I also use teen blog posts, mass media news coverage,

and discussions with adults.

My field site, data collection, and analysis rely heavily on networks—networks
between peoples, between spaces, and between practices. The analytic process that I
take in working through my data is centered on these networks and includes both
cultural and structural approaches. My emphasis is on the relationships and the
movement, not on what is static. While I was not able to collect data in a
continuous fashion across these networks, I attempt to bridge the gaps analytically
by moving between different bodies of data, constantly trying to evaluate each set
of data from different angles and to understand contextual information that is both

accessible and inaccessible.
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Chapter 3: Social Network Sites and Social Media

Social network sites like MySpace and Facebook are a relatively new genre of
social media and a part of a long lineage of networked publics. The term “social
media,” as I am using it, is an umbrella term that refers to the set of tools, services,
and applications that allow people to interact with others using network
technologies. Social media encompasses groupware, online communities, peer-to-
peer and media-sharing technologies, and networked gaming. Instant messaging,
blogging, microblogging, forums, email, virtual worlds, texting, and social network
sites are all genres of social media. Social media is sometimes referred to as “social
software” or “social computing” or “computer-mediated communication.” Most
genres of social media leverage personal computers and the Internet, but
increasingly, mobile networks are serving as an additional key network technology.
Social media includes systems that support one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-
many interactions. Some enable many-to-many interactions and support the
creation of spaces for people to gather and publics to form. I call these spaces, and
the resultant collective, “networked publics.” Usenet, the blogosphere, and social

network sites are all examples of networked publics.

The power of social media is rooted in its ability to connect people across time
and space. The way these tools are used alters a plethora of practices, including
communication, collaboration, information dissemination, and social organization

(Benkler 2006; Castells 1996; Rheingold 2002). Computer code does not determine
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practice, but as a form of architecture (Lessig 2006), it does shape the way in which
people can interact. Social media has affected how people interact with one another
and, thus, it has the potential to alter how society is organized. Although they are
simply the messengers, social media tools are revered for their potential to connect
(Shirky 2008; Tapscott and Williams 2006; Weinberger 2008) and despised as

corrupting forces (Keen 2007).

The history of the Internet is entwined with social media. Social media is as old,
if not older, than the Internet. A local instantiation of email predates the moment
when, in October 1969, machines at Stanford and UCLA were able to first talk to
one another through the nascent ARPANET, which would later become the Internet.
ARPANET popularized email and email became the “killer app” for ARPANET,
especially after Ray Tomlinson initiated the use of the @ sign to uniquely identify
users on individual machines.” Networked publics followed almost immediately. The
first public bulletin board system (CBBS) and the first multiuser dungeon/domain
(Essex MUD) were both created in 1978 and Usenet was launched in 1979.°
Chatrooms, instant messaging, and mailing lists all have roots that extend to the
1970s. Different instantiations of these services took root in the 1980s alongside the

emergence of “virtual communities” (e.g., the WELL). After the 1993 launch of

> Much of this is well documented and referenced on Wikipedia in the entries on “Email” and

“History_of the Internet.”

% These early networked publics are well documented at Wikipedia in the entries on

“Computerized_Bulletin Board System,” “MUD,” and “Usenet.”
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Mosiac popularized the World Wide Web, a whole new set of social media tools
began to form. Online dating sites, blogging, social bookmarking, and wikis are just

a few examples of web-native genres.

Social network sites are but recent developments in the history of social media.
They are their own genre, but they also build on prior forms of social media. Their
uniqueness lies in the combination of their features and the structures that allow
people to demarcate relationships. In trying to locate this uniqueness, Nicole Ellison
and I defined “social network sites” as “web-based services that allow individuals to
(1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate
a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse
their list of connections and those made by others within the system” (boyd and
Ellison 2007). The profiles of most social network sites resemble those of online
dating sites, in part because the early social network sites were designed to be online
dating sites (boyd and Ellison 2007). The articulation of relationships resembles that
which takes place through IM and address books, but the public formalization of this

is unique.

Social network sites incorporate features from a wide array of other genres of
social media, including blogs, instant messaging, email, bulletin boards, chatrooms,
and media-sharing sites. They are an amalgamation of many prior genres. In
choosing to label them “social network sites” instead of the more common

nomenclature “social networking sites,” Ellison and I sought to emphasize that what
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makes them unique is the way in which they allow people to articulate relations, not
the ways in which they allow people to meet new people online. We thought the
latter emphasized the wrong things and, in doing so, it expanded the scope to

reference a much wider subset of social media tools.

Two social network sites—MySpace and Facebook—play a central role in my
dissertation, both as elements of my field site and key case studies for my analysis of
networked publics. These sites are not the first social network sites, but they are the
most relevant to my study. To help the reader understand the practices being
discussed, I want to locate these sites in a broader history of social network sites,
document the dynamics that surrounded the emergence of these sites as a
phenomenon among youth, and place teens’ engagement with social network sites
into a broader context of teen social media adoption. For those wholly unfamiliar
with MySpace and Facebook, I have also detailed their features and functionality in

Appendix 2.

The history of social network sites that is mapped out here is an abbreviated
version of that which is outlined in boyd and Ellison (2007); the data for this history
comes from interviews I conducted between 2003 and 2007 and field notes that I
took during that period while studying this phenomena. In locating the
phenomenon and discussing broader teen social media practices, I combine prior
literature, news media, and explanations offered by teens I interviewed. This chapter

is not intended as an exhaustive review of social media or teen practices, but instead,
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it serves to provide critical context for those wanting a better understanding of how

the sites that I used in observing teen practices fit into a larger picture.

3.1. The Rise of Social Network Sites

Social network sites grew out of prior forms of social media. Because many of
the features existed in previous forms of social media, it is challenging to locate the
origin of social network sites. Arguably, using the definition Nicole Ellison and I
devised (boyd and Ellison 2007), the first recognizable social network site was
SixDegrees.com, launched in 1997. SixDegrees allowed users to create profiles, list
their Friends, and, beginning in 1998, surf Friends lists. While profiles and buddy
lists existed before SixDegrees, SixDegrees was the first to bring them together in a
recognizable form. An earlier site, Classmates.com, allowed people to affiliate with
their high school or college and surf the network for others who were affiliated, but
users could not create profiles or list Friends until later. SixDegrees was the first to
truly integrate the different features that constituted a social network site.
SixDegrees eventually shut down; its founder believed that it was ahead of its time

(Andrew Weinreich, personal communication, July 11, 2007).

Throughout the late 1990s, other online communities and social media tools
began implementing social network site features, arguably turning their online
communities into social network sites. LiveJournal, Asian Avenue, and Cyworld are
just a few examples of online communities that launched during this period and

eventually became social network sites through the addition of key features. While
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social network site infrastructure was proliferating, profile-driven social network
sites like SixDegrees reemerged when Ryze.com and Friendster were launched in

2001 and 2002, respectively.

Ryze was designed as a business-networking tool and Friendster was intended to
improve on the popular online dating site Match.com by adding information about
people through their social networks. Ryze achieved limited success, but Friendster
gained tremendous popularity in 2003, primarily by word of mouth (O'Shea 2003).
Friendster’s popularity set in motion a wave of development in this area. Friendster
should have dominated the market, but what it gained by being the first to attain
reasonable success, it lost through a series of technical and social missteps, most
notably the company’s determination to configure how its early adopters engaged

with the site (boyd 2006a, 2008b).

Designed as an online dating site (Cohen 2003), Friendster wanted users to
provide accurate information, connect only to people they knew and trusted, write
formal testimonials on each other’s profiles, and engage with others in
preconstructed ways. The site’s users had much more creative ideas about how the
site should be used. Some treated profiles as artwork and creatively represented
themselves, groups, celebrities, institutions, objects, and ideas through these profiles
(boyd 2008b). The logic behind which people connected was varied and the public
display of those connections shaped people’s approach (Donath and boyd 2004).

Participants began collecting Friends and competing to be most popular as
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measured by Friend count (boyd 2008b). Testimonials were repurposed as public
spaces for conversations and participants developed a wide array of practices that had
nothing to do with online dating. The company was not pleased. While participants
were “socially constructing” the system (Bijker et al. 1987), the company turned
around and tried to “configure the users” (Grint and Woolgar 1997). This did not
work and many users rebelled. Some turned their attention elsewhere; others lost

interest.

MySpace was able to capitalize on Friendster’s alienation of many of its eady
adopters, especially when users began encouraging their Friends to switch services
after a subscription fee scare (Tom Anderson, personal communication, August 2,
2007). MySpace wanted to attract estranged Friendster users (Tom Anderson,
personal communication, February 2, 2006); it was designed to be a close replica of
Friendster with additional features that resembled other popular social media sites
and fewer limitations (Tom Anderson, personal communication, August 2, 2007).
Although the founders of MySpace realized that social network sites could be used
for more than dating, they included all of the dating features. Many frustrated
Friendster users left Friendster and joined MySpace. One of the notable groups that
transferred allegiance included musicians and indie rock bands. They had joined
Friendster to connect to fans, but Friendster had deleted many of their profiles,
claiming that they were not legitimate users. MySpace, on the other hand, supported

their practices.
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Like Friendster, MySpace initially attracted 20-30-something urbanites. Many
of MySpace’s early adopters were passionate about music, primarily indie rock music
and hip-hop. While Friendster had forbidden bands from creating profiles, MySpace
encouraged bands to use the site to communicate with fans (Tom Anderson,
personal communication, September 28, 2006). MySpace even developed features
to further support the bands, an act that was greatly appreciated. In Los Angeles,
promoters began leveraging MySpace to promote shows by offering VIP passes to
those who Friended them. Fans valued this practice and encouraged their friends to

join to take advantage of the opportunity.

3.1.1. MySpace and Teens

Although individual teenagers joined MySpace early on, teens became a visible
demographic on the site in 2004. Unlike the 20-something crowd, few teenagers on
MySpace came from Friendster. Most early adopter teens were attracted to MySpace
through one of two paths: bands or older family members. Teens who learned of
MySpace through bands primarily followed indie rock music or hip-hop, the two
genres most popular on MySpace early on. While many teens love music, they are
often unable to see their favorite bands play live because bands typically play in 21+
venues. MySpace allowed these teens to connect with and follow their favorite
bands. Early adopter teens who were not into music primarily learned about the site
from a revered older sibling or cousin who was active in late-night culture. These

teens viewed MySpace as cool because they respected these family members. As with
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older users, the first wave of teens to inhabit MySpace primarily lived in California,

but teens in other states quickly followed.

Teenagers who joined MySpace began proselytizing the site to their friends.
Given its popularity among musicians and late-night socialites, joining MySpace
became a form of subcultural capital. Teens, especially those in urban settings, tend
to look to the 20-30-something crowd for practices that they can emulate.
Drinking, for example, is sometimes viewed as “cool” because it is an act that marks
adulthood. MySpace’s early popularity among teens was tightly entwined with its
symbolic reference to maturity, status, and freedom in the manner espoused by
urban late-night culture. While teens often revere the risky practices of this older
cohort, many adults work to actively dissuade them from valuing these acts. By
propagating and glorifying 20-something urban cultural practices and values,

MySpace managed to alienate parents early on.

With little mass media coverage of MySpace before News Corporation acquired
the company in mid-2005, many teens learned of the site through word-of-mouth
networks. Teens learned about MySpace from friends at school, church, activities,
and summer camp, as well as from older family members. West Coast teens learned
about it before East Coast teens, and urban teens joined before suburban or rural
teens. While teens began flocking to the site in 2004, their participation was
significant by mid-2005 and the media coverage that followed the sale further

popularized the site.
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Immediately after the sale of MySpace to News Corporation, much of the media
coverage focused on the bands. After adults began realizing how popular MySpace
was with teens, the media became obsessed with teen participation and the potential
dangers they faced. This media coverage was both a blessing and a curse for
MySpace. On one hand, many teens joined the site because media sold it as both
fashionable among teens and despised by parents. On the other hand, many teens

avoided joining because of the perceived risks.

As I began my fieldwork, safety concerns emerged as a dominant theme that
shaped teens’ perceptions of MySpace. Some teens worried about their safety,
particularly with respect to pedophiles. Jennifer, a white 17-year-old from Kansas,
did not want to join MySpace because “pedophiles and stuff like that kind of scared
me away.” In some places, individual teen fears turned into school wide stigmas
concerning the site. Laura, a white 17-year-old with Native American roots from
suburban Washington, told me that everyone at her school “looks down on MySpace
because they think everyone is putting themselves in danger.” Elsewhere, teens
rejected these fears as irrational adult concerns. How teens negotiated adult concerns

is a central theme of Chapter 6.

As MySpace grew and simultaneously appealed to and scared off U.S. teens,
other social network sites started gaining traction with different demographics.
Most did not appeal to teenagers en masse, although niche groups of teens did join a

wide array of different sites. In particular, teens from immigrant families who still
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had strong connections to family and friends outside of the United States often
joined sites that appealed to those geographic communities. This phenomenon also
came out during my interviews. For example, Korean 17-year-old Seong used
Cyworld to stay connected with her friends and cousins back home. She was born in
Korea but moved to Los Angeles when she was young and she loved having a tool to
reconnect with friends and family. On the other hand, Anindita, an Indian 17-year-
old girl from Los Angeles, joined Orkut upon the insistence of her Indian cousins,

but she found this site too confusing to fully engage.

3.1.2. Facebook and Teens

While teenagers were adopting MySpace en masse, Facebook began gaining
traction with college students. Facebook started as a Harvard-only social network
site before expanding to support all Ivy League schools and then top-tier colleges
and then mainstream colleges. Initially, only college students from preapproved
schools could join Facebook and they had to prove their collegiate affiliation by
signing up with their .edu email addresses. The college-centered nature of Facebook
quickly appealed to teenagers who saw access asa rite of passage. They were aware of
the site through older family members and friends from high school who had already
graduated and gone off to college. Before access became readily available, college-
bound teens began coveting access. In spring 2005, I spoke with college computing-
systems administrators who were surprised to receive messages from high school

seniors seeking access to their .edu email addresses shortly after being accepted as
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upcoming college freshmen. These students explicitly wanted those .edu email
addresses to get access to Facebook. For many college-bound teens, access to the

social world of college students became a status marker.

Originally, access to Facebook was intentionally limited. This, combined with its
origins at Harvard and the way the company initially opened up only to other Ivy
League colleges, marked Facebook as an “elite” social network site. The highbrow
aura of Facebook appealed to some potential participants while repelling others.
Those bound for college saw access to Facebook as a rite of passage, a sign that they
were no longer high-school students but instead college students. Even those who
had MySpace accounts relished the opportunity to gain access to the college-only
Facebook as a marker of transition. In September 2005, Facebook began slowly
supporting high schools as networks, allowing teenagers to join the site. While this
gave some teens access, the processes in place for teens to join and be validated as
high-school students were challenging, creating a barrier to entry for many
potential participants. Those who managed to join were quite motivated, typically
because they had close friends in college and wanted an easy way to communicate
with them. A year after allowing high-school students to join, Facebook opened

access to anyone. This sparked a wave of teen adoption.

While many teens valued the opportunity to join Facebook, college students
were not thrilled to have high-school “kids” on what they perceived to be their site.

In the Daily Princetonian, Danny Shea and Matt Feinstein (Shea and Feinstein
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2006) wrote an open letter to Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook,

bemoaning the addition of high school students:

“But last week, when we each accepted friendships from girls born after the fall of
the Berlin Wall, we got angry. Really angry. Suddenly, we had to begin removing
tags from photos of us drinking, erasing wall postings referring to awkward
hookups and getting rid of anything else that might negatively influence younger
siblings or get back to once-adoring high school teachers. But even beyond that,
there’s just something about high school facebook that feels wrong. It is annoying.

It is embarrassing.”

College students lamented teen access, but this did not stop massive teen
adoption. Teens were not the only non-college student population to join once
Facebook opened access. As I write this, Facebook has achieved tremendous

popularity among a wide array of different populations of all ages and nationalities.

The segment of teens that initially flocked to Facebook was quite different from
those who were early adopters of MySpace. In both cases, the older early adopters
shaped teen engagement. With MySpace, 20-something urbanites and musicians set
the stage for teen adoption. College students—and particularly those from top-tier
universities—played a more significant role in shaping teen adoption of Facebook.
In Chapter 5, I discuss the divisions around these sites in greater depth. Teen
engagement with each was shaped by both the technology and the social context in

which these sites emerged.
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3.1.3. By the Numbers and in Practice

Shortly after launching in 2003 and 2004, respectively, MySpace and Facebook
became significant phenomena in the United States. Although they attracted
different populations, teens quickly became a significant demographic. There is little
quantitative data on the size of the phenomenon or the makeup of participants and
nonparticipants. In late 2006, the Pew Internet and American Life Project found
that, of the 93 percent of U.S. teens ages 12-17 it surveyed who had Internet access,
55 percent reported having a social network site profile when asked in front of their
parents (Lenhart and Madden 2007a). Using survey data collected throughout 2007,
Forrester Research found that 80 percent of online teens ages 12-17 visited social
network sites and half of online teens visited at least weekly (Li 2008). Since then,
analysts have reported continuous growth (Bausch 2007; Lipsman 2007, 2008). In
2006 data, Pew wrote that 85 percent of teens who reported having profiles were
using MySpace while only 7 percent were on Facebook (Lenhart and Madden

2007a). This has undoubtedly changed, but there is no public data on the split.

Although I never met a teen who had not heard of either MySpace or Facebook,
I met countless teens who had opted out. I detail some of the reasons that they chose

not to participate in Chapter 5.

Teens learned about and joined social network sites to connect with their friends
and peers. While networked publics have a long history of being used to help

strangers connect around interests, teens” adoption of social network sites was
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driven primarily by their desire to connect with people they already knew. Pew
found that 91 percent of the teens they interviewed in 2006 who use social network
sites do so to stay in touch with friends they see every day, while 82 percent
indicated they used the sites to connect with those they see on a less regular basis
(Lenhart and Madden 2007a). They also found that 49 percent of teens use the site
to make friends (Lenhart and Madden 2007a). In my research, I followed up on this
latter practice and found that there are many who do make new friends through
social network sites, but they do not do so in the way that most people imagine.
Rather than connecting with complete strangers, these teens use social network sites
to get to know friends-of-friends and build connections with classmates they do not
know. It is not clear how many of those who use social network sites to make friends

do so to connect with complete strangers.

The friend- and peer-centric nature of MySpace and Facebook use is significant.
This is a shift away from the dominant interest-driven paradigm in networked
publics. Most of the earlier popular genres of networked publics—Usenet, mailing
lists, chatrooms, and so on—are organized around topics. People who used these
spaces often gathered with strangers who shared their interests. While other genres
of social media have been primarily friendship-driven and while some people have
always used networked publics to gather with people they knew, social network sites

are almost exclusively organized around friends, not topics or interests.
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Social network sites are also the first form of social media that the majority of
teens have adopted to engage with peers in a semipublic way. While blogs enabled
similar dynamics, only 28 percent of online teens have ever created one (Lenhart et
al. 2007). Other forms of social media that garnered widespread adoption among
youth—email, instant messaging, and text messaging—were predominantly one-to-
one or small-group oriented. Social network sites allow for large-scale interactions
but are being adopted primarily to enhance preexisting networks. Regardless of the
sites’ potential, teens primarily use social network sites in ways that reinforce and
replicate unmediated social dynamics. Teens are not engaging with social network
sites as a separate or distinct world but as an extension of everyday life. Not only do
social media extend the individual (as per Marshall McLuhan [1964]), but social

network sites also appear to extend the social context and peer culture.

3.2. Participation in Context

As teens adopted social network sites, they did not necessarily stop using other
forms of social media. Pew found that teens use many different and complementary
forms of social media to communicate and share information with friends and peers
(Lenhart et al. 2007). The landline telephone is still extremely valuable to teens,
although the rise of cell phone plans with unlimited calling options cut into landline
use. Email use is declining, but instant messaging and text messaging are still
widespread. Blogging has not reached widespread adoption, but some teens still blog

as a way of connecting with friends. To contextualize teens’ use of social network
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sites, I asked teens about their communication choices more broadly. What I learned
reflects the numbers that Pew is finding, but the qualitative data helps flesh out the
logic behind how teens use different forms of social media and how they see social

network sites’ fitting into that media ecology.

In asking teens why they started to use specific genres of social media, I heard a
common refrain: “That’s where my friends are.” Teens adopt the tools that their
friends use and, in doing so, they influence those around them. As discussed in
Chapter 5 with respect to MySpace and Facebook, the influence of peers creates

network effects. This explanation holds for almost all types of social media.

Using the right technologies is important for staying connected and keeping up.
For example, white 15-year-old Myra from Iowa acquired an AIM account after she

started feeling out of the loop. She explains:

“I felt really disconnected from a lot of my friends "cause they would always [ask],
‘Oh, were you talking to this person? And did you find out about this kind of thing
going on?’ I'm like, ‘No. What's happening?” So that really motivated me to and I

thought it would just be easier to stay connected and stuff.”

Myra joined AIM because her friends had and she continues to use it because her
friends do. At the same time, when collectives stop using a genre of social media,
there is a ripple effect. In Los Angeles, Ana-Garcia, a Guatemalan-Pakistani 15-year-
old, stopped using Xanga after her friends did. She explained, “If I went on there,

there would be no comments or—and everyone says that’s why they stopped, so no

108



one does it anymore.” From Ana-Garcia’s point of view, Xanga’s popularity ceased
instantaneously. There was a time when her entire peer group was engaged and then

“just everyone stopped.”

Network effects drive social media adoption because collective action is
necessary for a genre to gain traction and it can equally unravel participation. In
some ways, these patterns appear fadlike, as certain genres are viewed as “cool” and
then “passé.” Yet, unlike fashions that go through fads, participation in social media
is directly tied to others’ participation. There is no value in being on AIM, cool or
not, if no one else is because participation relies on others to be engaged.
Furthermore, unlike fashion, social media is most effective when there is high
network density. In other words, genres of social media are most valuable when
everyone is engaged. That said, there are exceptions and social media does decline in
status when it spreads far enough that teens are forced to navigate social situations
with people they do not want to interact with, namely those they do not like, those
who hold power over them, and those who have malicious intentions. The ideal is
high network density among those they like and low network density among those
they do not. While specific genres of social media ebb and flow, many teens are
engaged with multiple genres at one time. They have multiple channels through

which they can communicate with those around them.
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3.2.1. Negotiating Multiple Communication Channels

In asking teens about which channels they use and how they decide among
them, I found that teens recognize that each genre has its strengths and weaknesses.
As other scholars have noted (Bryant et al. 2006; Grinter and Eldridge 2001; Grinter
et al. 2006), teens use different communication channels in different interactions.
In choosing which channel to use, teens account for the social situation, the
technical affordances, the people they are trying to reach, and their own preferences.
For most of them, multiple genres of social media are embedded into their lives and
they leverage whichever one they think makes the most sense given a particular

encounter.

For example, Kat, a white 15-year-old from Massachusetts, mapped out the ways
in which the channel was dependent on the purpose of the interaction and her

expectations of how her peers consumed these different media. As she explains,

“It depends on why I want to contact them. If I'm calling Jessica to see if she can
give me a ride to dance, it’s always phone. If I have a question about homework,
I'll do it on IM, because Facebook is really riskier, because you don’t know when
they'll answer you, or you don’t know if they’re signed on, but they’re not at their
computer at all. So I usually use IM if they’re online and I have a question. I don’t

use email for my friends. I use it for usually like adults.”

Kat does not universally prefer one channel to another but sees each as valuable

in different situations.
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Timing is a key issue that many teens bring up. Teens account for the
affordances of the technology with respect to timing and take into consideration
the usage and lifestyle patterns of their friends in choosing how to best contact
them. As Laura, the 17-year-old from Washington, explains, “In urgency, I use
texting. If it can wait, I use MySpace.” She takes into consideration the priority of a
message, but she also accounts for the weight of it in relation to the cost of the
contact. For many short messages, she prefers texting or MySpace “because
sometimes you only need to say one little thing that doesn’t require a whole phone
call.” Laura, like many of her peers, reserves phone calls for conversations and
prefers to avoid them when the goal is to communicate something simple. Another
timing-related issue that teens account for is the disruption factor. While instant
messaging and texting are often framed as interruption technologies, the teens I

interviewed often saw them as less invasive than voice-based channels.

With text messaging and mobile phone calls, economic issues are also at stake.
Text messaging is often a desirable medium for one-to-one communication, but the
cost can limit use. For example, white 15-year-old Catalina from Austin, Texas,
chooses to send texts only when she is out because at home, “you’re not gonna waste
the text.” The teens I interviewed are often familiar with the costs of phone plans
and they often know which friends have what carriers, what phone and texting
plans, and which limitations. Teens are conscious of how their acts affect their
friends. Some check to see if a friend is on IM before sending him or her a text

message. Many ask their friends about their phone plans, determining whether or
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not they share the same carrier and how many texts they can receive. In Michigan,
white 16-year-old Bianca is required by her father to ask her friends about their plans
before she can communicate with them. Others avoid text messaging because of the
potential economic impact of communication. Those I interviewed who switched
from limited to “all you can eat” text-messaging plans started texting much, much
more. Because most teens do not have control over their phone plans, parents often

limit their phone options.

While there is generally a sense that high bandwidth channels are “better,” teens
believe that the technical affordances of social media can provide a valuable safety
net in some situations. In Nebraska, white 15-year-old Brooke prefers to use AIM to
talk with friends when she is hurt or angry. She explains that she is shy and that AIM
allows her to compose her thoughts and communicate her feelings without being
silenced. At the same time, she notes that she has come to believe that talking is
“better” and she is trying to learn to vocalize her feelings. For Ty, a black 17-year-
old in Los Angeles, flirting through social media is far less intimidating than doing
so offline. Furthermore, there is less cost. As Ty puts it, “If they don't respond or they
don't say the things I want to hear, then I'll just go on to somebody else. It's as simple
as that.” For other teens, social media lets them be more cautious. Some teens spend
a long time crafting a message to send to a crush, providing relief from the
awkwardness of approaching someone in person and risking stumbling over words.
Melanie, a white 15-year-old in Kansas, points out that the “computer mask” is

extremely valuable for learning how to negotiate relationships, especially in middle
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school. As she explains, “It’s so much easier to say what you’re thinking when you’re
not looking at someone.” Thus, while higher bandwidth channels are still generally
preferred, social media and low bandwidth channels can be especially valuable when

learning how to navigate awkward or new situations.

The rise of social network sites did not introduce just one new communication
channel, but a plethora of them. The affordances of the three most popular—private
messages, comments, and bulletins—are each significant. As teens adopted social
network sites, they treated each channel differently. Private messages are structurally
similar to email, but teens can count on their friends’ checking these more often
and they do not have to remember their friends’ current email addresses. Comments
are more personal than bulletins and yet more public. Comments are often valued
for lightweight conversations when it is acceptable for the interaction to be
“overheard.” Furthermore, because of the public nature of comments, comments are
often used as a tool for marking and negotiating status, forcing teens to carefully
craft their posts at times. In choosing between private messages and comments,
teens often consider the intensity of the connection. For example, Jill, an El
Salvadoran 14-year-old from Los Angeles, explains that she thinks “a message is like
if you want to like to a person like talk and talk and the comment is just like to just
drop by and say ‘how are you’ and stuff.” MySpace bulletins provide a one-to-many
channel where teens can broadcast their thoughts for everyone they know to read.
This is effective when people send messages infrequently, but collective abuse can

kill this channel and many of the teens I interviewed complained about getting too
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many updates to bother reading their bulletins. Bands often use this channel to mass
market and it became a preferred channel for spammers who phish accounts to send
mass marketing messages to potential customers. Yet continual chain mail, quizzes,
and requests for comments can also start to look like spam, even when they come
from friends. Other lightweight channels of communication—like Facebook’s

“poke” feature—are nothing more than a tool to acknowledge someone’s presence.

In choosing which channel to use for a particular interaction, teens balance
many different factors. Mentally, they associate different channels with different
types of content, for use in different situations, and for specific people. This results
in a segmentation of people and content into different buckets based on tool. For
example, a teen might view email in relation to teachers and homework, MySpace as
the tool for joking with classmates and flirting, and IM as the channel for intimate
conversations with friends. Not all channels are created equal and negotiating social
interactions requires choosing which channels are best for which social situation.
Teens have many choices, but this process cannot set by an individual; it must be

negotiated collectively.

3.2.2. Teen vs. Adult Social Media Practices

Through the years, teenagers have adopted a wide variety of social media and
communication tools. When it comes to genres of social media for communication,
teen use often precedes broad adult adoption. Teens played an important role in the
popularization of instant messaging, beepers, mobile phones, text messaging, online
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journals/blogs, and social network sites. They were by no means the only early

adopters, but they were significant adopters and often shaped how the tools evolved.

Teens’ use of social media is primarily visible when teens develop or adopt
practices within these genres that appear distinct from adult practices. Usually,
practices common among teens raise concerns among adults who do not adopt the
same patterns. An example of this is the use of MiXeD cAsE tYpInG or txting n im
msgs w/ wassup, lol, ttyl in em.” While teens often view these practices as expressive
or valuable shorthand, scholars raise concerns that these semi-oral, semi-written
practices may affect or “damage” written communication and language (Baron

2008).

Practices that are particularly common among teens are also often ridiculed,
even when adopted by adults. For example, the dominant use of blogging
software—by both teens and adults—is to share personal content among friends in a
style that resembles journaling or keeping a diary. Another style of blogging
resembles amateur journalism, but only a fraction of the blogosphere comprises
content written for massive consumption in the style of amateur journalism,
political commentary, or tabloid exposé. Yet it is this approach that is typically
viewed as a more productive use of these tools. Services that support the blogosphere
make this explicitly clear by offering lists of the “best” or “top” blogs based on

quantity of links or size of readership. There are no such lists for depth of

7 In standard English: An example of this is the use of mixed-case typing or texting and instant

messaging shorthands that effectively mean “what’s up?”, “laughing out loud”, “talk to you later.”
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engagement. Whenever mass media wants to demean bloggers, they are labeled as
“web diarists” and condescending references to teen practices are typically
employed. For example, in 2004, the New York Times ran an article titled “Web
Diarists Are Now Official Members of Convention Press Corps” as a not-so-subtle
critique of the Democratic Party’s willingness to include bloggers as journalists (Lee
2004). The photograph that the newspaper ran with this story was of a 16-year-old

blogger.

While teens may adopt the same tools as adults, they often use them for
different purposes or in different ways. For example, email is the all-purpose
communication tool for most adults while it is used by teens for a much narrower
set of purposes. Teenagers rarely use email to socialize with friends. It is primarily a
tool for communicating with parents, teachers, and other adults or to sign up for
websites or commercial offers. As a social tool, email is passé. In explaining why he
preferred using MySpace over email when talking to peers, white 17-year-old
Michael from Seattle noted that “email’s boring—There’s no pictures, there’s no
‘about me.” There’s no colorful background.” Kira, a Latina-white 17-year-old also
from Seattle, took Michael’s complaint one step further by noting that MySpace is
easier “because then you just click on their picture, you can either leave them a
comment, a message, whatever.” She also noted that many of her friends’ emails
bounce, making it frustrating to try to contact friends this way. Teachers, on the
other hand, expect teens to contact them via email and their emails do not bounce.

As teens lamented email and indicated why they preferred social network sites or
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other forms of social media, they highlighted technical affordances that have made
this channel less appealing. Most of the value of email can be replaced with other
genres. The only exception is sending files and many teens still use email to send
files to their friends. Although many teens have email addresses, they are quite

different from their parents in their lack of attachment to them.

Similar patterns are playing out with social network sites. Teens were among the
earliest of adopters, but adults have since followed. Yet what teens do on social
network sites appears different from what adults do. Little data exists on exactly how
adults are using social network sites, but in my viewing of both teen and adult
profiles during the last few years, it is clear that the traces of their use are quite
distinct. Teens appear to spend more time there, hanging out and socializing with
people they know, changing their profiles, and leaving comments. Adults, on the
other hand, appear to be more likely to “network,” using these technologies to
reconnect with old acquaintances, find business connections, or date. They are less
likely to write comments regularly, update their profiles, or add photographs. The
differences in behavior do not stem from the technology but are most likely driven

by how these tools fit into different groups’ everyday practices.

Adults and teens also have different reactions to and coping mechanisms for
handling similar dynamics. For example, teens found Friending to be awkward
because it complicated their relationships with their peers while adults stumbled over

having to manage professional acquaintances and long-forgotten classmates. As
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discussed in Chapter 5, many teens developed strategies for navigating these
complicated social dynamics, but journalistic stories continue to highlight the
difficulties adults are having with this aspect of social network sites (Jerigan 2008;
Swidey 2008). The differences may stem from the ways in which teens learn to
manage relationships during the period in which they learn to negotiate social
network sites, while these sites are forcing adults to develop new skills to handle new

social situations.

Although both teens and adults may adopt many of the same technologies, it is
important to examine how teens engage with social media separately from how
adults use these tools because teens’ participation is not simply an extension of adult
practices. As teens began engaging with social network sites, they developed
interaction models that were quite distinct from the ways in which adults were
previously using these sites. Likewise, the ways in which these tools shape their lives
are different and teens come to these sites with different expectations and
presuppositions than adults. The next three chapters highlight some of core teen
practices, showing how teens’ practices involving these sites are connected to

broader dynamics that structure their lives.
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Chapter 4: Writing Oneself into Being

“’'m allie. i’'m not a very complex person.

i like music. i like reading. i love meeting new people.

i’m still trying to figure a lot of things out. about God. about life. about my future.
about people.

i don’t like who i am, but i’'m working towards being someone better.

i’'m really trying to follow Jesus with my all. sometimes i need help.”

—Allie, a white 17-year-old from Indiana, in her “About Me” on MySpace

Writing a biographical statement can be challenging. The ways to describe
oneself are countless and choosing which way is appropriate wholly depends on the
context. Yet even with the context in mind, successfully portraying oneself is not
simple, whether on paper or in person. In an effort to make a good impression,
people tend to look around, see how others are acting in that context, and choose
their performance accordingly. Depending on how they are received, people alter
their behavior to increase the likelihood of being perceived as intended Such is the
essence of what Erving Goffman (1959) calls “impression management,” including

the processes involved in the “presentation of self.”

Mediated environments like networked publics formalize and alter the identity
processes of self-presentation and impression management. Teens must formally

make their presence known through the explicit creation of profiles, and the
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iterative acts of impression management are complicated by the limited social
feedback in online environments. More challengingly, teens must do so in an

environment whose context is unclear and constantly changing.

Allie’s “About Me” self-description on her MySpace profile reveals her attempt
to textually locate herself. Alongside this description, Allie offers a grinning self-
portrait, an eclectic list of interests, an assortment of media tastes, simple
demographic information, reflective blog posts, and a melancholic song to flesh out
her digital self-representation. Her list of Friends and the comments they leave
provide insight into her social world, reflecting on her identity. While Allie’s
MySpace profile is filled with information about who she is, the very creation of this
profile is a social oddity, in the sense that hers is the first generation to have to
publicly articulate itself, to have to write itself into being as a precondition of social

participation.

As rich as her profile is, it is hard to place Allie. Her self-description reveals some
angst, but she is glowing in her photograph. Her self-description has stayed the same
for months, making it difficult for me to sense change. I can gather from her five
blog posts over two years that she is struggling to make sense of her religion, but I
have no idea how pervasive these thoughts are in her daily life nor can I tell why this
is the only topic that she seems to post about. I can see whom she lists as Friends, but
I have no idea how she feels about these people or those she spends time with who

are not on MySpace. Her profile is public, which makes it possible for me to see, but
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I have only the slightest idea of whom she intends to view it. For all that is revealed,

there is much more that is not.

Every day, in unmediated environments, people ritually seek to manage the
impressions they make in social interactions. This impression management requires
them to negotiate, express, and adjust the signals that they explicitly give and those
that they implicitly give off. In his seminal text, Goffman (1959) details the ways in
which people take into account the social situation and their role in it to use body
language, speech, and other people to convey an impression. What Goffman’s

account does not foresee is the way that mediated situations might alter this process.

Much of what people take for granted in unmediated situations cannot be
accounted for in mediated ones. Online, there are no bodies in the corporeal sense,
obscuring both identity information that is typically written on the body and
presence information that makes a person visible to others. To exist in mediated
contexts, people must engage in explicit acts to write themselves into being. On
social network sites, this means creating a profile and fleshing out the fields as an act

of self-presentation.

While creating a tangible digital identity is relatively simple, negotiating the
technology to engage in acts of self-presentation and impression management is
complex and different from how these acts play out in unmediated environments.
The processes of social signaling are complicated by technology, altering how teens

can gain access to impression-management fundamentals: context, explicit
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feedback, and implicit reactions. The persistent, searchable, alterable, and networked
nature of these environments makes it difficult for teens to locate their
performances and thus they run the risk of being taken out of context. In creating
and negotiating self-presentations in mediated spaces, teens struggle to develop

techniques to account for and adjust to these environments.

This chapter examines some of the ways in which teens negotiate self-
presentation and impression management in social network sites through the
construction and maintenance of profiles. In analyzing these practices, I consider
the ways in which teens alter their practices surrounding identity and impression
management to account for the technical features of social network sites. My goal is
to analyze how teens incorporate social network sites into their identity practices

and how they work with and against the technology to meet their needs.

4.1. Locating ldentity

The processes of self-presentation and impression management are intricately
entwined with the concept of “identity,” yet the term “identity” is slippery at best.
Scholars have long argued about the meaning of this term as well as its
psychological, social, cultural, and philosophical roots (Buckingham 2007; Gay et al.
2001). Countless theories have been posited as definitive approaches to identity and

this continues to be an area of rich debate.
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Trying to locate identity, Buckingham (2007) maps five salient framings of
identity that are specifically useful to consider when thinking about teens and new
media. First, he looks at psychological or behavioral approaches in which identity is a
developmental process. Adolescence is marked by the ways in which identity is
formed, or at least put into crisis. Key scholars taking this approach include G.
Stanley Hall, Jean Piaget, and Erik Erikson. Second, he turns to sociological
approaches in which identity is marked through an individual’s relation to society or
culture. Issues of “socialization” shape this discourse, notably in studies of
subcultures and the ways in which deviance and delinquency are seen as failed
identity development. Third, Buckingham offers a notion of social identity best
understood as “identification,” in which an individual’s sense of self is marked in
relation to the group. Goffman’s studies of self-presentation and impression
management play a central role here. Fourth, he accounts for the concept of
“identity politics,” which emerges from the struggle over how identities are
constructed by those with power. This body of scholarship destabilizes the notion of
who actually wields the power to construct and control an individual’s identity and
is tightly wrapped up in discourses of class, race, gender, and queer. Fifth, he
introduces how modern social theory approaches identity as being what Anthony
Giddens (1991) calls a “self-reflexive ... project of the self” or what Michel Foucault

(1990) might refer to as “self-monitoring.”

In technical and legal discourses, the term “identity” is often employed to

reference a unique person or body (Solove 2006). Technical systems often use
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“identity” to refer to the database placeholder or the set of demographic
characteristics that uniquely identify someone. Legal discussions of “identity theft”
and privacy also take this angle, using identity to refer to the collection of

information that successfully references a unique individual.

There is a long history of scholarship on the intersection of technology
(including the Internet) and identity, stemming from diverse theoretical and
methodological perspectives and addressing different aspects of identity (Balsamo
1995; Castells 2004; Clippinger 2007; Donath 1999; Reed 2005). Some of the
earliest work, such as Donna Haraway’s (1991a) “Cyborg Manifesto,” focused on
how a mediated existence as a cyborg would result in new manifestations of identity,
challenging systems of power by complicating embodied assumptions in identity
politics. While Haraway’s hypothesis prompted tremendous discussion and analysis,
this utopic future did not emerge. Even when trying to be deceptive, people

reproduce their embodied experiences online (Berman and Bruckman 2001).

One of the most prominent scholars examining identity and technology is
Sherry Turkle. Her seminal texts The Second Self (1984) and Life on the Screen
(1995) examine identity from a psychological perspective, focusing primarily on
youth. Turkle uses psychoanalysis to consider the ways that technology helps and
complicates identity development. She also posits that the fragmentation of identity
enabled by technology takes identity crisis to new levels (Turkle 1995: 255-269).

While she showcases and examines various ways in which youth use technology to
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work through identity, she frames these practices as acts of identity simulation. Her
analysis assumes that online activity is removed from physical interactions.
Additionally, her work focuses on early adopter youth and children who are just
introduced to computing. While our topical interests are similar, I disagree with
many of Turkle’s conclusions. Even if her analysis holds for those who are trying to
create separate “virtual” worlds through online engagement, the vast majority of
teens are not. For this reason, I believe that the assumption that teens are
fragmenting their identities through online engagement is inaccurate. That said, I
do believe that they present a facet of their identity based on the social context
involved (boyd 2002). I just do not believe that this creates the identity crises that

Turkle suggests.

Like many of the scholars before me, I weave together multiple approaches to
identity in my own approach. While my approach draws on multiple frameworks,
Goffman’s approach to the performance of self and negotiation of impression
management are at the core. The frameworks that I purposely exclude are those that
presume that identity is a set of prescribed and time-delimited stages; I do not
subscribe to this view, although I occasionally address scholars who do. I see profiles
as “digital bodies” in that they both uniquely identify a person and are the product
of self-reflexive identity production. To me, profiles locate and are the combination
of controlled self-descriptions in the context of social connections. As teens struggle
with the ways they are seen and how they mark themselves in relation to those

around them, I see identity work that combines the complex ways in which social
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norms, context, and people complicate acts of self-presentation and identity
management. I see their work as introducing an entirely new set of identity politics
by pointing out the ways in which the collapse of context can increase the

challenges of those whose identities are framed by systems of power.

4.2. Writing ldentity into Being Online

Analyzing the textual culture of an early online community, Jenny Sundén
(2003: 3) argued that an online participant has to actively and consistently “type
oneself into being” to exist and be visible online. Sundén’s research focused on an
early precursor to massively multiplayer online role-playing games known as a
MUD (a.k.a. Multi-User Domain or Multi-User Dungeon). In this gamelike social
environment, participants had to textually produce every aspect of the imagined
world, from the chairs and tables in a room to the fashion accessories worn by
individuals. They typed spaces into being and they also explicitly typed people into
being. Attributes like gender are assigned to a person through the use of an @gender

command.

In unmediated environments, it is easy to take bodies—and the roles that they
play—for granted. By locating a person in space and time, a body signals presence
by its very being. A body is loaded with cues about a person’s identity; gender, race,
and age are written on the body in ways that are often difficult to obscure. Through
fashion and mannerisms, bodies can be used to convey a wide variety of attitudes,

emotions, affiliations, and identity information. Bodies, in the traditional sense, do
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not inherently exist online. By default, a person’s digital presence is little more than
an IP address. While bodies in the corporeal sense are not present online, Sundén
argues that the digital world is not free from the constraints of bodies of materiality
for “the virtual does not automatically equate disembodiment” (Sundén 2003: 5).
How people represent themselves and interact online is fundamentally influenced

by their embodied experience.

In the environments Sundén was investigating, it was quite common for
participants to have no face-to-face interactions with one another. Likewise, the
norms in MUDs did not demand that participants model their online
representations to accurately reflect their offline bodies. As such, the typed bodies in
MUDs might not be “real” in the commonly understood sense. Such deviations are
not considered deceptive in MUDs as these environments encourage identity play
and participants do not assume that a textual performance is a sincere representation

of the typist’s unmediated body.

Conversely, for American teens, social network sites are not a distinct space that
is constructed online and left as a virtual sphere of imagination. The performances,
conversations, interactions, and context of social network sites are tightly entwined
with other aspects of participants’ lives. Teens move seamlessly between different
mediated and unmediated environments and their participation in social network
sites is typically inextricably linked to unmediated encounters. Teens participate in

these spaces alongside people with whom they interact in unmediated
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environments. The performances that take place online are not isolated acts,
disconnected from embodied settings, but rather conscious acts that rely on a
context that spans mediated and unmediated environments and involves people
who are known in both settings. While identity play was commonplace in MUDs,
the profiles that teens create in social network sites are typically tightly connected to

the identity that teens embody in unmediated environments.

The continuity between social network sites and other environments affects
teens’ practices concerning the creation of a digital representation. The digital
bodies that emerge through profiles are tightly tethered to the individual behind the
profile, if for no other reason than because they serve as a direct digital
representation of that person for mediated interactions. While some suggest that
identity work through the Internet tends to involve the creation of fictional
characters unconnected from embodied reality (Turkle 1995), this was not a
common practice that I witnessed. Some teens choose to depict an idealized self or
present a facet of their identity that they do not normally show in public spaces, but
few generate self-representations that are completely disconnected from their
everyday lived experiences. More often, they are simply seeking to represent

themselves in the most positive light possible.

The process of writing oneself into being online forces teens to work through
identity in new ways. Teens must work out how they envision themselves and how

they want to be seen and then they must use tools to formally articulate this, often

128



without the feedback mechanisms and context that make impression management
seamless. They must struggle with being misinterpreted and having those around
them and the technology itself control how they are represented. Yet the ways that
they manage this through the construction and maintenance of profiles sheds light
on the intersections of identity and technology and the ways teens learn to do

identity work in wholly new environments.

4.3. The Art of Profile Creation and Management

The mere act of creating a profile on a social network site requires some self-
reflection, if only to consciously decide what to fill in or ignore when prompted
with questions and forms. As documented with respect to many genres of social
media (Brake 2008; Ellison et al. 2006; Hodkinson and Lincoln 2008; Reed 2005),
creatively constructing and updating a “digital body” requires participants to think
about how they wish to represent themselves. Creating digital self-representations
has become a common act for many teens. From choosing a representative IM
screen name to updating a blog to maintaining a social network site profile, the
teens I met often face pressure to be witty, entertaining, creative, or otherwise

interesting while writing themselves into being online.

The pressure teens face in digital self-presentation is not wholly different from
that surrounding fashion and image in unmediated contexts. How individual teens
adorn themselves—online or off—signals valuable information about their sense of

self and their social identity (Crane 2000; Davis 1992). Teens consume fashion as a
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direct form of self-expression (Piacentini and Mailer 2004) and they seek out
fashion symbols that allow them to simultaneously fit in and stand out among peers
(Milner 2004). Through the use of text, images and other media, and design, teens
create profiles that signal information about their identities. The mediated self-
representations that they create reveal both what they share in common and how
they distinguish themselves from those around them (Liu 2007). Creating a profile is
an act of impression management, requiring teens to consider who might see their
profiles and how they might be interpreted. The desire to be seen in a positive or

accurate light compels teens to carefully craft their profiles.

4.3.1. Techniques for Self-Presentation

Crafting the perfect social network site profile is an art. Choosing photos,
selecting songs, creating layouts, and determining how to fill in various text fields
takes time because teens consciously consider the impressions that their profiles
might leave. Dom, a black 16-year-old in Washington, told me that carefully
choosing what content to put on his profile was important to him. Explaining why,
he said, “I chose what I wanted on my profile because I thought it represented me
well.” Dom wanted his profile to make a good impression on those who saw it. For
Dom, this meant creating a profile that centered on his friends and his music. Dom
and his cousin scoured the web for layouts until Dom found one he liked. He then
Photoshopped a picture of himself and used that as his background. He added photos

of his friends and uploaded songs he created so that people would get to hear his
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music when they visited his site. Through the combination of a funky layout, photos
of himself and his friends, and the streaming of his music, Dom was able to create a

self-representation that he thought conveyed who he is and what mattered to him.

Social network sites—and MySpace, in particular—are structured in a way that
assumes the viewer does not know the person behind the profile, yet most teens—
including Dom—are primarily using social network sites to interact with friends and
peers (Lenhart and Madden 2007b). In crafting their profiles, these teens are not
trying to explain themselves to strangers but rather to create a digital self-
representation that will be well received by people they already know. This drives
what they choose to put on their profiles and motivates them to repurpose features

of MySpace that were designed to help strangers meet.

As discussed in more detail in Appendix 2, teens input six types of content to
create a MySpace profile: photographs, demographic information, lists of tastes and
interests, open-ended areas for self-description, music, and designed layouts.
Additionally, as their list of Friends and those Friends’ comments are displayed on
teens’ profiles, the content their Friends choose to contribute helps shape a teen’s

profile.

Sections like MySpace’s About Me are structured for individuals to explain
themselves, presumably to strangers. This open-ended section is centrally displayed
in profiles, but many teens feel no need to describe themselves to those who already

know who they are. Traviesa, a Hispanic 15-year-old in Los Angeles, goes so far as to
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use this section to make it clear that her profile is intended for those she knows. She
uses her About Me to state, “Hey, my name’s Traviesa ... but most all of you know me

)

anyways so just talk to me and stop being stupid.”” Her profile is publicly visible and
she knows strangers might stumble on it, but she believes only those who know her

would have any reason to dive deeper. Given this, she does not think she has to go

into detail about who she is, although she happily offers a list of her favorite music.

The About Me section is the most prominent open-ended field on a MySpace
profile and many teens repurpose this for various forms of self-expression. Some
teens display videos that they wish to share with their friends. Others—primarily
girls—use this space to display quiz or personality test results. Some teens write
poems or display a list of favorite quotes. Some leave it blank and others, like Allie
above, take the challenge seriously and try to describe an aspect of their identity.
Surfing MySpace, I saw a variety of different acts of self-expression. One teen
posted a long rant, followed by: “i dont try and act smart to others / i just state the
facts in which i know / also, im very up front / handle.” A teen boy used this section
to write a love poem to his girlfriend, exclaiming his love and promising to be there
forever. Elsewhere, a girl offered a list of facts about herself, including “I love
duckies!” Biblical passages and song lyrics are common, as are photographs of oneself
or the teen’s friends. While these various moves may not directly address the About

Me query, they all reflect information about the teen being represented.
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Another open-ended section that teens regularly repurpose is “Who I'd Like To
Meet.” Based on the MySpace profiles I viewed, most teens treated this section in a
similar fashion to the About Me section, preferring to leave it blank, add multimedia
or quizzes, or otherwise use it as a continuation of the About Me section. Many of
those who actually addressed the topic explicitly defined the intended audience: “I
would only like to meet friends on here.” A few mentioned that they would be open
to meeting interesting people or people who shared their interests, but this was not
common. More often, teens indicated that they would like to meet celebrities,
bands, or public figures like the Dalai Lama and the pope. While this profile element
was designed to help people indicate those they would like to meet through the site,
choosing to list well-known people is primarily about marking identity through

fandom.

Rather than describing themselves, some teens use open-ended fields to express
their feelings about those around them. On one profile, a girl detailed how much she
loved her friends in her About Me and on another, a boy wrote a R.I.P. message to a
friend who had died. Michael, a white 17-year-old from Seattle, told me that his
profile focused on two things: football and his girlfriend. When we met, his About
Me began with “I love my girlfriend AMY.” Likewise, Amy, a black-white 16-year-
old, filled her profile with odes to Michael. They both showcased their relationship
through blog posts, photos, and comments. Like many other teens, Amy and
Michael visibly performed their relationship using profile sections intended for self-

description. A few weeks after I met Michael and Amy, they broke up. While any
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sign of Michael disappeared from Amy’s profile, Michael made this change in
relationship status quite visible. Where there was once a proclamation of love,
Michael’s profile displayed, “I hate my stupid bitch ex girlfriend.” Whether favorably
or not, teens regularly mark who they are in relation to those around them and their

self-presentations are framed by their relations to and opinions of others.

Using photographs of friends as a form of decoration is not unique to the
Internet. When I interviewed Gabriella, a Honduran 15-year-old, at her school in
Los Angeles, she came into the room holding a binder spilling over with paper. The
front, back, and side of the binder were decorated with a collage of cut-up
photographs of her and her friends artistically positioned. I asked Gabriella about the
binder and she told me that she liked having her friends with her at all times.
Gabriella’s choice in clothing, accessories, and makeup made it clear that she took
tashion seriously. Her fingernails were painted as black-and-white dice and she told
me that she had them redone regularly. Gabriella took her online profile just as
seriously as her clothing. She told me that she actively sought out interesting
backgrounds and changed her profile weekly. That day, the theme was checkers. In
visiting her MySpace, I found parallels between her profile and her binder—both

were covered with photographs of friends.

While teens have fun with most self-description and interest fields, their
responses to the taste fields (e.g., favorite music, TV shows, movies, etc.) tend to be

more serious and more complex. Rank ordering “favorite” media is not simple for
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many teens—tastes change through time and many people do not think about their
tastes as abstract lists. Tastes, like fashion, are rooted in and constructed by social
systems. People distinguish themselves by their tastes and tastes are one way in
which social distinctions are made (Bourdieu 1984). When asked to articulate
favorites, many people—consciously or unconsciously—select tastes that will signal
the right impression (Donath 2007). In other words, they try to position themselves
in relation to others through their taste choices. Analyzing MySpace profiles, Liu
(2007) found that social structures drive taste performances. In a surprise twist,
people were more likely to list tastes that were different from those of their Friends.
Yet this performative differentiation does not imply that people no longer share
tastes with those around them. Rather, it is quite likely that the act of public
articulation motivates people to list tastes that differentiate themselves from those

around them.

The self-descriptive text, media artifacts, and designed layouts are only one
aspect of a profile on social network sites. Another key component is the public
articulation of social connections through the Friends lists. Because these
connections are publicly displayed on a teen’s profile for all to see, they serve as
more than just a buddy list or address book. These connections—and the comments
left by these Friends—shape teens’ digital self-representations. In other words, social
network sites formalize the adage that “you are who you know.” While teens control
certain content on their profiles, they do not control the photos or names their

Friends select, although these are displayed on their profiles. They may delete
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comments that Friends leave, but most often, they do not. On Facebook, teens can
also post and tag photos, which are automatically connected to their profiles without
their permission. As such, what teens explicitly state on their profiles is only one part
of their self-presentation online. Their profiles are heavily co-constructed by those

around them.

Network effects also play a significant role in how teens construct their profiles.
As teens surf each other’s profiles, they get a sense for what is common among their
peer group and they often craft their profiles to reinforce these norms. Girls who
have “sexy” photos tend to have Friends who also choose this style of photo. Teens
who dedicate their profiles to Jesus tend to have Friends who also publicly display
their faith. When surfing profiles, it is not possible to tell who set the norms, but the
clusters are visible. While the general tone of a profile tends to be consistent within
social groups, the actual content is rarely replicated. For example, while extensive
MySpace layout modification may be consistent across a Friend group, no two
Friends would use the exact same layout. With both profile styles and tastes, teens
tend to differentiate themselves through specific content even when the general
tone or taste genre resembles that of their Friends. In other words, each profile is
unique, but there are network effects in terms of tone, genre, and style suggesting
that teens are positioning their digital identities in relation to those around them.
This practice is akin to fashion in unmediated settings, where it is common for teens
to choose clothing that is generally of the same style as their peers but where

wearing the exact same clothes as their friends is taboo.
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4.3.2. Bedroom Culture and Fashion

The way in which teens adorn their online profiles parallels how they decorate
other spaces and material objects that they control—school lockers, backpacks,
bedrooms, and their bodies. The photomontage style that Gabriella, the 15-year-old
from Los Angeles, uses for her binder mirrors how many teens decorate their lockers
and bedroom walls. Teens have long stitched together media artifacts as a form of
self-expression, placing them on spaces or objects that are connected to them.
Likewise, clothing and accessories have long been a way for teens to mark their
identities in relation to cultural dynamics and people. As teens craft their profiles,
they combine both of these practices, revealing the ways in which profiles are both

like and unlike their physical counterparts.

For teenagers, and especially teen girls, bedrooms and their postered walls have
long been a space where cultural participation and identity are manifested and
media of all forms has played a central role in this process (McRobbie and Garber
1976; Steele and Brown 1995). McRobbie and Garber’s (1976) initial introduction
of “bedroom culture” focused on the ways in which teen girls consumed culture,
although critiques have emphasized that teens actively engage in cultural production
in bedroom culture, especially when media is involved (Kearney 2006; Lincoln
2004, 2005). What teens create through their choice of decoration and memorabilia

are both social spaces and self-representations (Lincoln 2004).
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As teens move toward networked publics, they take bedroom-culture practices
with them and networked publics can be seen as “virtual bedrooms” (Hodkinson
and Lincoln 2008). Digital self-representations are equivalent to the bedroom walls
where teens exhibit their identities and the social spaces that are created are both like
and unlike bedrooms. Mixed media is used in both environments, but the media
that teens use in bedrooms is primarily static, while the content they display on their
profiles can be interactive, animated, and linked. It may be cheaper to display media
on profiles than in bedrooms, but the time to find and combine such media may be

much greater.

More than anything, the difference between bedroom walls and profiles is the
scale of the audience. Teens may show their bedrooms off to their friends, but they
rarely have the opportunity to invite their entire cohort over to see their decorations.
While the potential scale of interaction online is far greater than in a bedroom,
Livingstone (2008) found that there is still an expectation of intimacy; teens
deliberately choose what to share based on their understanding of the social situation
and technical context. Teens approach social media environments with a view of
privacy that is primarily about having control over the situation (Livingstone 2006).
Quoting Giddens (1991: 94), Livingstone (2008: 471) reminds us that “intimacy is
the other face of privacy.” It may seem paradoxical, but teens seek to be
simultaneously public to some audiences and private to others (Livingstone 2008:
471). In this way, they work toward a sense of intimacy and control that parallels

bedroom culture. Many of the teens I interviewed noted that their bedrooms were
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not quite private because their parents and siblings entered when they wanted, but at
the same time, they felt as though these spaces were not quite public either because
they had some sense of control and not just anyone could or would come walking
in. With social network sites, teens may understand that they are visible to broad
audiences, but they do not see their participation in networked publics as being

universally public.

Social media does not necessarily replace bedroom culture, but it is sometimes a
meaningful alternative, especially for teens who lack control over their physical
environments. For example, after a talk I gave in New Jersey, a girl told me that she
liked decorating her MySpace profile because it allowed her to be creative. She was
not allowed to alter her bedroom after her interior decorator mother had designed it,
but she could do as she pleased with her MySpace profile. She relished the
opportunity for creative self-expression and changed her profile regularly. While this
is an extreme case of noncontrol, many teens are restricted in what they can and
cannot put on their bedroom walls or in other spaces where they might have once
marked identity. Many of the schools I visited no longer have lockers and many of

those that do restrict locker decorations— “for fire safety reasons.”

Fashion is another site where control for self-expression is fraught. Clothing and
backpacks continue to be a battleground, especially when it comes to schools.
Likewise, parents still try to limit what their kids may wear. Fashion plays a

significant role in the marking of identity (Davis 1992) and, as I will discuss in the
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next chapter, status (Crane 2000; Piacentini and Mailer 2004). Teens use fashion to
mark themselves in relation to each other (Milner 2004) and identify with social
groups (Hebdige 1979). Clothing and accessories become tools for self-expression
and teens dress themselves as a form of identity work. Yet while teens value
fashion’s symbolic opportunities for self-expression and identification (Milner 2004;
Piacentini and Mailer 2004), adults worry about visible markers of teens’ resistance
to adult norms and reinforcement of social hierarchies. Dress codes are relatively
common and often hailed by parents as healthy approaches to curb gang violence,
status mongering, and conspicuous consumption. While fashion and its relation to
status and peer groups is discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, it is
important to note that fashion still operates as a key mechanism of self-presentation

and it plays a core part in impression management.

As adults seek to control the ways in which teens can engage in acts of self-
expression, teens seek out new spaces, including the Internet. Because profiles are
both a representation of an individual and also a space for social interaction, the
practices of self-expression that take place parallel both bedroom culture and

fashion.

4.3.3. Varying Degrees of Participation

Although creating a profile is necessary for participation, actively decorating it is
not. Teens often feel social pressure to upload a photo and put some effort into
creating their profiles, but there is less pressure to regularly update the style and
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layout. At the same time, teens often do not want to let their profiles get stale
because they think that this leaves a bad impression. The desire to keep a profile
fresh often drives updates. Nick, a black 16-year-old with Native American roots
from Los Angeles, updates his pictures and backgrounds every few months because
otherwise “it gets real boring ... I'll log on to my profile and see the same picture every

time. I'm like man, I'm gonna do something new.”

While some teens are motivated to update their profiles constantly, others never
update them. Some, like Shean, a black 17-year-old in Los Angeles, approach
MySpace from a functional, communicative perspective. “I'm not a big fan of
changing my background and all that. ... As long as I keep in touch with my friends or
whatever, I don't really care about how it looks as long as it's, like, there.” His attitude
is fairly common, although boys more frequently express this than girls. In my
interviews, more girls felt pressure to keep their profiles up-to-date and expressive,
rich with photos and new content. When I browsed profiles, it also appeared to be

girls who updated more frequently.

Not all teens felt pressure to create the perfect profile or update it often, but even
among those who did, not all conformed. Just as some teens resist pressures to
conform to other normative peer culture practices, some teens also eschew the
construction and maintenance of profiles online. Much of their resistance stems
from the general frustration that participation requires conformity to broader peer

culture attitudes, social hierarchies, and value sets. When marginalized teens opt out
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and critique these practices, it is often an explicit move to distance themselves from
the unattainable status hierarchies of the “popular” people. Their critiques, while
often warranted, challenge the practices of identity work and status negotiation that
take place through the construction of profiles. While I interviewed teens who
eschewed these practices, none were as articulate and descriptive as Cara, a 20-year-
old from Maine. Rich with sarcasm, Cara lamented the ritual of profile construction

on her blog:

“Really I'm only doing anything to construct an ideal identity though, and so
everybody knows how emo and special I am. It’s the same reason I have a
LiveJournal, and a MySpace, so that I can stare at pictures of myself and tweak
my layout until I feel satisfied with my feigned attempt to digitally define myself. I
have a better idea, I'll just cease all activities that could in any way possible
suggest that I'm whoring myself out to some stereotyped image, and quit trying
because no expression is ever accurate enough to encompass all my human
complexities. ... God forbid other people think I was faking myself or degrading
the sum of my substance down to a list of my favorite movies and a few choice

photos.”

Cara’s sarcastic take on the process of profile development and maintenance gets
to the heart of why teens engage in these practices. Many teens want to create a
digital representation that successfully represents who they are and is well received

by those around them. Yet to do so through a social network site profile requires
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titting oneself into a set of predetermined boxes and lists of tastes. The result is
coarse, and not always representative, adding to the social uncertainty teens

experience when they face their peers.

Profile creation forces teens to consider how they want to represent themselves.
In working through this process, teens account for who they think will see their
profiles. Their decisions about what to say are deeply connected to their sense of
audience. That audience, by and large, is their friends and what teens say is best
understood in that context. Out of context, some of what appears is not quite what

it seems.

4.4. Self-Presentations in Context

Profiles and other acts of self-presentation are not performed in a void.
Decisions about what content to display are situated in a context that is driven by
the space, social situation, and people. In mediated environments, technology helps
shape context, but technology alone does not define the context. For the teens I
interviewed, other people were the most important factor in their decisions of how
to present themselves. They were concerned with who they thought should, would,
or could view their profiles. The context in which they were operating was shaped
primarily by those they imagined to be their audience and how they related to that
group. Likewise, in performing toward this imagined audience, teens were trying to

define the social situation by rooting it in that context.
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Teens typically target their profiles at their friends. On multiple occasions, teens
quoted the byline from MySpace’s website: “MySpace is a place for friends.” This
intended audience is most visible when teens worry about being well received, a

dynamic that is mapped out in Chapter 5.

When pushed to define their audience, teens often focused on who they thought
should not be viewing their profile. By and large, teens emphasized that adults were
not part of their intended audience. For example, when asked if she thought her
teachers were on MySpace, Traviesa, the 15-year-old from Los Angeles, responded
by saying, “That’s nasty!” Aria, a 20-year-old college student from California, took
this sentiment one step further, noting, “I don't really believe that ‘online social
networking’ is something you can do with someone whose genetic material you
inherited without subverting the laws of nature.” The challenges of negotiating

profiles with parents and other adults are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6.

Speaking to an imagined audience is not new. Writers, politicians, and TV actors
have long performed to an imagined audience, driven by who they think is
watching and who they wish might be. These people learn how to control their self-
presentations before imagined audiences as a part of their professions, but these acts
are always situated in public contexts. For teens negotiating networked publics,
navigating imagined audiences is a part of everyday life. Unlike professionals
seeking to address the public at large, teens are not focused on situating their acts

broadly. While their potential audience might be global, their imagined audience is
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very local, primarily consisting of people whom they know. Yet teens must also face
many of the same complexities that public speakers face in crafting their self-

presentations, in part because of the potential visibility of their acts.

In No Sense of Place, Joshua Meyrowitz (1985) maps out the ways in which
electronic media—and particularly television—affects social situations, impression
management, and self-presentation. He focuses on the ways in which electronic
media collapses spatial boundaries and social contexts, blurring social roles and
bringing audiences together who might not normally be co-present. Because of
electronic media, information and social actslose their context and new identities,
behaviors, roles, and social situations must be formed to account for the way that
social structure is changed. This, in turn, disrupts public and private distinctions,
boundaries between social groups, and the very essence of public life. Writing before
the Internet had captured mass attention, Meyrowitz was before his time. What he
demonstrates with respect to television and other early forms of electronic media has
only intensified since the rise of the Internet. The complexities that he documents
regarding what public figures face in managing social contexts are now part of

everyday life.

While teenagers leverage Friending features to construct an imagined audience
toward which to target their self-presentations (boyd 2006b), who is watching might
not always be who teens expect or want. While some teens fear the presence of

strangers who have malicious intentions, many teens accept that average strangers
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might happen upon their profiles, just as average strangers pass them in the streets,
but they assume that these strangers will walk on by. Thus, they do not account for
average strangers in choosing how to present themselves. For example, Kiki, a black-
white 16-year-old from Kansas, originally made her profile private because, as she
explained, “I don’t want nobody on my profile.” In other words, she did not want
strangers to be there. Yet once she was familiar with the site, she decided she should
change her profile to make it public. She realized no one would visit her profile and
so she stopped caring about locking her profile down. Still, she does not want to
accept Friend requests from strangers, but getting requests does not bother her; she

just ignores them.

In trying to balance different potential audiences and attract the ones that they
desire, teens focus on dissuading unwanted visitors and crafting profiles that appeal
to their peers, even at the expense of upsetting the audiences that they do not want.
This move can be risky, especially if their profile content is upsetting to those who
hold power over them, because the technology easily collapses the boundaries that
allow teens to distinguish context through social group. The challenges teens face
with respect to balancing different audiences mirror those Meyrowitz (1985)
described with respect to public figures’ facing television and radio. Negotiating
multiple audiences creates context collisions and teens feel more pressure when they
are forced to contend simultaneously with different audiences, such as peers and

parents.
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In an effort to control the context of their self-presentation, teens take two
different tactics. First, they use structural means like providing false information to
make themselves unsearchable or using privacy settings to limit who can access their
profiles. This first approach is “security through obscurity” and the teens I
interviewed recognize that it is not foolproof, but they believe that it is a good first
measure to dissuade teachers and college admissions officers from finding their
profiles. Parents intent on finding a teen’s profile are a different story, but teens
believe that privacy settings are generally effective against them as well as against

the nosy teacher or school bureaucrat.

Second, teens try to define the social situation through explicit and implicit acts
to control the audience. They use Friends lists to make it clear whom they see as
their intended audience; this is reinforced by privacy features that lock out all others.
They also make social demands that parents and other adults stay out, using “Keep
Out” language that mirrors fights between parents and teens over bedroom access.
In this way, teens try to control access to the space to define the context. Yet this is
often ineffective, in part because technology makes access appear public. In
countless communities, I have heard teens try to dissuade parents from accessing
their visible profiles by declaring, “But it’s my space.” In responding, “But it’s
public,” parents typically miss the point that teens are making, for their sense of
privacy has to do with context and control, not potential access. That said, this fight
often follows the same logic of older teen/parent fights over space, context, and

privacy that include arguments like “but it’s my bedroom” and “but it’s my house.”
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4.5. Performing Falsehoods—Deception, Play, or Control?

Some teens seek to create rich profiles, while others maintain profiles that
provide little information. Yet among both groups, uncountable teens respond to
requests for name, age, location, income, and other demographic information with
responses that do not accurately reflect the teen’s “true” identity. Sometimes what
they list seems slightly off; other times, the misinformation reads as absurd. For
example, some teens say that they are 100 years old or make more than $250,000 in
income. At one level, this content can be seen as fraudulent. At another, it looks like
identity play. Neither of these theories account for why teens tend to put
“inaccurate” information on their profiles. Teens do not view these acts as deceptive,
because those for whom they intend their profiles know their real names, ages,
locations, and hometowns. They may see their responses as humorous, but they are
not trying to create an alternate identity. They are simply trying to structure their
presence in a way that allows them to be visible to those who matter while being
invisible to those who do not. For example, in explaining his practice of putting fake
information on his MySpace, Mickey, a Mexican 15-year-old from Los Angeles,
says, “It’s not that I lie on [MySpace] but I don’t put my real information. Like I put
my real information under ‘About Me.”” For Mickey, fake content is not the same as

lying because those who know him can see that it is him.
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4.5.1. Motivations for Providing Inaccurate Information

Teens lie about their ages for a variety of reasons. Some are simply trying to be
funny or entertaining, such as those who indicate large incomes. Others seek to fool
strangers who might be interested in engaging with them. Responding to adult fears
concerning safety, many teens believe that obscuring their ages and other
identifying information will decrease the possibility of harm. Another group of
teens alter their ages to circumvent technical and legal restrictions. They lie because
age equals privilege in online settings. They lie because doing so is the only way in
which they can gain access to the technology that they desire. They lie to
circumvent barriers to entry that they disrespect. And, often, they lie with their

parents’ knowledge.

Roughly a quarter of the teens I spoke with had profiles that indicated a false age.
Some lied excessively, indicating that they were 101, 69, or another postretirement
age. Penelope, a white 15-year-old from Nebraska, explained that she chose to list
her age as 100 because she thought it was “funny.” Others indicated that they were
over the socially constructed “legal” ages of 18 or 21. Some told me that they listed
these ages because they thought that MySpace restricts minors’ accounts. One girl
said she thought it was better to be older than 18 because this would “keep the child
molesters away.” (Ironically, many adults worry that teens pretending to be older are
more likely to be vulnerable to those with malicious intentions.) Another girl told

me that she listed her age on her MySpace to match her fake ID in case anyone
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checked. A third group lied arbitrarily, indicating that they were anywhere from
three years younger to eight years older than they were. When I asked them about
their decisions, most shrugged and responded with “I don’t know.” One boy told me
that he scrolled down the list of birth years and chose one randomly. The teens I
interviewed did not take their profile ages seriously or think that they signaled
anything important, even those who had indicated that they were older. Some did
tell me that other teens at school marked themselves as older to look “cool,” but this
was never an explanation I was given by those whose profiles marked them in the
cool age range of 18-25, and I doubt that those who arbitrarily chose ages older than
40 were actually driven by looking cool when they told me that they did not know
why they chose that age. The closest example I experienced of someone’s taking a
profile age seriously was a teen who had gotten on Facebook as a high-school
student when it was college-only because his father had given him an .edu address;
he said that he marked himself as older because college students are older and he did

not want to stand out.

Among other cohorts or in other contexts, age inaccuracies mean different
things. In online dating sites, adults frequently shave off a few years (and a few
pounds) to appear desirable to potential suitors (Hancock et al. 2007). In this
context, adults are intentionally engaged in deceiving other people. Teens do
sometimes change their ages as an intentional act of deception, but their goal is
typically to deceive companies whose websites have age restrictions or to discourage

unwanted attention from strangers. From their perspective, the people they care
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about (e.g., their friends) already know how old they are and do not require a system
to inform them. For teens, it is more important to be accurate about birth dates than
birth years so that when the systems remind their friends of their birthdays, there are
no awkward situations. When it comes to peer groups, the social consequences of
providing inaccurate birth-date information is far greater than of providing

inaccurate birth year.

While teens have various motivations for providing inaccurate information, it
has become a common practice. Most teens who engage in these practices are not

looking to deceive but to leverage the technology to meet their needs.

4.5.2. Legal and Technical Limitations

In 1998, the U.S. Congress passed the Children’s Online Protection Privacy Act
(COPPA). Intended to protect children from marketers, COPPA restricts websites
from collecting information from children under 13 without verifiable parental
permission. It also includes provisions for when websites must provide privacy
policies and rules for protecting the safety of children under 13. Because age
verification is a technical and privacy nightmare, most websites comply by barring
all those who self-report that they are under 13 from creating an account. The most
common approach taken by websites is to limit the list of birth years in the scroll-
down menu to current year minus 13. COPPA did not stop most children from
creating accounts, but it did teach children and their parents an important lesson:
Lying is the path to access.
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Many of the teens who I interviewed learned to lie about their ages in middle
school, when they were younger than 13. When I asked teens how they learned to
change their birth year to get access, parents and older siblings were most frequently
the culprit. Once, when I was talking to a mother/daughter pair at an airport, the
girl told me that when all of her friends were getting onto AOL’s instant messaging
(AIM) service, she approached her mother about being too young to create an
account. Her mother sat down with her at her computer and showed her how to
change her birth year during the sign-up process. Her mother confirmed this
account, noting that she thought that the limitations were “stupid” and that
technology companies should not be in the business of parenting. These two were
not alone—I heard similar accounts across the country and, for the cohort I
interviewed, AIM was the gateway to age deception. Most joined during early
middle school, typically with their parents” knowledge. By the time they joined
MySpace, they were already accustomed to lying about their ages and did so

regularly.

I did not interview teens who were too young to be on Facebook or MySpace,
but there are unquestionably countless underage youth using these sites. In a Boston
focus group run by members of the Berkman Center’s “Digital Natives” project, 12-
year-old Tom declared that he was on Facebook even though he was not technically
eligible because“there’s no way of proving age. You can go on any site and say, ‘I was

born in 1981, and I'm 18 now.”” He found the age limitations ludicrous and wanted

them to end, but “even if the age limit isn’t brought down, there’s still people like me.

152



I'm not technically allowed to be on Facebook yet. But I mean I can say I'm 14 now.”
Tom lies about his age because he can and because this gives him access to a site that

he believes he should have the right to access.

COPPA was designed to protect children’s privacy and keep marketers from
going after them, but it has been increasingly renarrated as a safety mechanism. The
teens I interviewed knew nothing of the intentions behind the restrictions and
simply saw it as a tool of control. Thus, they assumed that any site that made them
provide their ages would limit their activities depending on what they selected. Like
many sites, MySpace offers different features for users based on their ages. Unaware
of the differences, many teens assumed that accounts for minors were likely limited
or “crippled,” prompting them to mark themselves as older. Ironically, accounts for
minors were initially more advanced than adult accounts—minors were offered
options for privacy while adult users could not set their profiles to private. There
were also limitations, but typically they protected teens’ privacy. While teens were
lying that they were older to avoid restrictions, adults started lying that they were

younger to gain access to additional features.

4.5.3. Safety through Inaccuracy

Teens do not provide inaccurate age information to circumvent technical
limitations. Across the country, adults regularly encourage teens to lie to avoid

potential predators and most of the teens who I spoke with believed that providing
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inaccurate information was an important step toward safety.® Law enforcement
officers regularly give school assemblies where they encourage youth not to provide
identifying information to public websites. In Michigan, white 16-year-olds Bianca
and Sasha recounted a school assembly by police officers at which the officers tried
to scare teens away from Facebook and MySpace by telling them horror stories of
terrible incidents. What Bianca and Sasha took away from this event was that teens
who got hurt were “stupid” and being “smart” meant not putting up real
information. Parents and teachers replicate this view, encouraging teens to explicitly
lie about who they are and where they are from so as to avoid being stalked. The
teens I interviewed were far less likely to provide inaccurate information on
Facebook than on MySpace, most likely because they believed that Facebook was

safer than MySpace and that they were less at risk.

For similar reasons, many teens lie about their locations. While teens in major
urban centers like Los Angeles typically provided accurate hometown information,
teens in smaller town or suburbs often did not. Some listed only their states, but
many more chose nicknames for their towns like “Nowhere,” “somewhere ur not,”
and “Hicksville.” Others lied about their states or countries. When I began analyzing

teen profiles, this practice appeared widespread. While it is impossible for me to

verify the locations of teens I did not interview, it seems unlikely that so many

¥ While this approach to safety is common and widespread, there is no data to show that the
elimination of identifying information actually does reduce risks of molestation, abduction, or

harmful encounters with strangers (Wolak et al. 2008).
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teens in Afghanistan and Zimbabwe are connected and active on MySpace. What
makes their location information especially suspicious is that these users often
appear white, list U.S. high schools, and have friends who are primarily from a single
small town in the United States. While some of these teens may indeed be studying
abroad, it is more likely that they chose these countries because they are the first and
last options in the pull-down menu of countries. Providing inaccurate location
information is particularly common among teens who worry about safety and

parents encourage this practice.

In further efforts to obscure identifying information, some teens post fake
names or put up abstract images or photos that are unidentifiable. In addition to
avoiding potential predators, teens who did this were often trying to avoid parents,
teachers, and other adults who knew and held power over them. In other words, they

were using “security through obscurity” to achieve privacy.

Aaron, a white 15-year-old in suburban Texas, has mostly fake demographic
information on his profile. His MySpace lists a fake name referencing media culture
and indicates that he is older than 80 and from Azerbaijan. His profile is private and
his primary photo is clearly Photoshopped. When I asked him about his photo, he
said, “I turned it into a negative so if you know me, you’d probably be like, ‘Oh, yeah,
that’s him.”” Not having a real photo reduces the risk that a stranger could find him.
It is virtually impossible to tell that this profile is Aaron’s unless he has made you his

Friend. Yet, once Friends, it is possible to see his About Me, where he clearly states
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that this profile belongs to Aaron. Aaron is not trying to fool his friends. Instead, he
is trying to decrease the likelihood that his profile will be found by his parents,
teachers, and any stranger who may wish to contact him. He wants his MySpace to
be available only to friends from school and church and he does not worry that they
will misinterpret his age or location, although he said that a few have playfully teased
him about his choices. The photo he chose is to help those who wish to Friend him
confirm that it is indeed him while being unrecognizable to those who are simply
scanning profiles. Still, he expressed doubts about this photo because he knew that
parents and teachers would also recognize him and he did not want this. Shortly

after our interview, he changed his primary photo to be that of a cartoon character.

Nothing about Aaron’s profile is risqué or embarrassing. He has a few funny
YouTube videos and some cartoon-related images, which, while copyrighted, suggest
nothing other than an appreciation for this form of 