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Exploring Social Networking Sites: Thinking Through The Interaction. 

Deirdre Kelly, BSc. 

ABSTRACT 

This study examined the role of the user within the context of technology and society 
through the close inspection of social networking practices of a sample of young Irish 
users. A relatively new research method known as the 'Think Aloud' approach was 
employed during this study. Social networking behaviours and practices were recorded 
whilst participants were asked to literally think aloud and verbalise their actions and 
interactions whilst using their preferred networking site. Facebook and Bebo proved to be 
the two most popular sites amongst participants. A reflections log kept by the researcher, 
together with a focus group and TA observations assisted in the isolation of user behaviours 
and interactions. 

During the TA dialogue, the dynamic relationship between the user and the technology 
became very evident. Findings indicated that the ways in which users construct their 
identities within social networking websites are encouraged to a certain degree by the 
design and structure of the system. However, further analysis revealed that the intentions of 
the designers do not determine practice, as most users seem to find ways around managing 
challenging systems or altering the system to their required tastes. The overall findings of 
this study contribute to an increasing body of research examining the role of the user within 
the development of social networks. 
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STATEMENT OF OBJECTIVES 

The principal aim of this dissertation is to examine the use of social networking sites in an 

academic context. It will examine existing literature in the field and the current research 

methods used within these studies. This study in particular will focus on the role of the user 

within their technological and social environment. 

Research studies investigating social networking sites are plentiful, however qualitative 

research in regard to the actual uses, and the impact on the users of these sites is not as 

abundant. An understanding of young people's online communications and Internet 

experiences have been particularly absent, including also an absence of qualitative analysis 

in relation to young people's use of new media especially within an Irish domain. 

More specifically, the social networking sites, Facebook, Bebo, and MySpace will be 

observed in order to assess their expressive / constraining features. The role of these 

features will also be investigated in order to create an understanding of identity formation 

through social networking. Young users' means of expression and identity creation within 

these sites will therefore also be studied for the purposes of this research. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Web based communication has seen an increase of interest in recent years. In particular, it 

is young people that have adapted to this method of communication, engaging in activities 

such as sending comments, sharing photographs and making acquaintances online. 

According to Goby (2006) the Internet has enabled an immense development of 

convenient, efficient means of communication and it is because of this that communication 

behaviour has changed dramatically. 

Daily use of the Internet is rapidly growing, including the amount of social interaction that 

talces place online and although the Internet has generated significant changes in 

communication and interpersonal behaviour, the data concerning the social and 

psychological effects of its usage are still vague and of concern to many (Koch & Pratarelli, 

2004). 

One such aspect of online social interaction which has seen a considerable amount of 

interest in recent years is the use of social networking sites (SNSs) (Nielsen, 2009). These 

Internet websites exist for the purpose of allowing users to connect and communicate with 

one another via means of the Internet, and Wikipedia lists 168 such sites (2010), with 

Facebook, Bebo and Twitter enjoying a worldwide dominance. In 2011 however, Bebo 

does not malce an appearance in the top 50 global websites (Alexa, 2011). For whatever 

reasons, this SNS has seen a decline of usage which may be indicative of the speed of 

change within social networking trends. Social networks depend on 'user hits' , otherwise 

they become obsolete. The emergence of social networking websites is central to the 

discourses surrounding the concentration of online interactions. 
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1.2 Irish Context 

When this research study began toward the end of 2008, the web information company 

known as Alexa.corn, a subsidiary of Amazon.com listed four social networking sites 

among the top 10 most popular websites on the Internet, these sites being MySpace (61h) 

Facebook (7
th

) Hi5 (9
th

) and Orkut (10th
). In Ireland however, the most popular SNS of all 

was Bebo, which ranked the 2nd most popular website being used in the whole country. As 

of January 2007, this website exceeded a one million user population for Ireland (Bebo, 

2007). 

However, in the beginning of 2010, Internet usage statistics by Alexa.corn revealed two 

social networking sites amongst the top 10 global websites on the Internet; Facebook (2nd) 

and Blogger (7th). In Ireland, three social networking sites existed amongst the top 10 most 

visited websites; Facebook (3rd
), Blogger (8th

) and Bebo (91h
) (Alexa, 2010). Although these 

figures show a shift in the popularity of some networking sites over others both globally 

and nationally, the figures still show a clear popularity of social networking sites in general 

over other online sites. This in tum generates many questions concerning the reasons for 

their on-going popularity and what in fact it is that appeals to the users of these sites. 

1.3 Introduction to Social Networking 

Upon joining a social networking website, users are instructed to begin creating their online 

profile which aims to portray their lives in a digital environment. Usually the user will enter 

demographic details on to the profile, for instance, age, gender, and location. A short 

synopsis of the user's interests and activities, including any life details, is then created. 

While it is the user's prerogative in regard to how much or how little information they 

provide, the template is set by the site. 

Through the means of text, images, audio, video, and so on, the user can construct a profile 

of how they see themselves, as has been argued by boyd1 (2007), or a profile of how they 

1 
danah boyd, a social media researcher, prefers her name to appear in lower case. 

http://www.danah.org/narne.html 
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wish to be perceived by others. The online presences are tied together through the addition 

of friends. Friend connections can be authentic in the case that the user has an already 

existing friendship in an offline environment, or a friend connection can be virtual, where 

the new friend is someone befriended through online means only. As more and more friend 

connections are made and usage of the site is frequent, the users' social network expands 

and thrives. 

1.4 Rationale 

Social networking usage and the presence of social networking sites are increasing, 

especially amongst younger people. Nonetheless, there is a lack of research examining the 

typical day-to-day use of these websites. V alkenburg, Peter and Schouten (2006) find that: 

This is remarkable because these social networking sites lend themselves exceptionally 

well to the investigation of the social consequences of Internet communication. After 

all, peer acceptance and interpersonal feedback on the self, both important features of 

friend networking, are vital predictors of social self-esteem and well-being in 

adolescence. Therefore, if the Internet has the potential to influence adolescents' 

social self-esteem and well-being, it is likely to occur via their use of social 

networking sites (p.584). 

The traditional portrayal of technological innovation as an end in itself fails to address the 

complexity of the interaction between technology, personal consumption and the 

construction of identity. We need to know more about the ways in which 'ordinary people' 

appropriate 'ordinary technologies' (Green & Adam, 2001). 

Various research efforts address the field of social networking in many different aspects, 

however qualitative research in relation to micro-level individual use (as opposed to 

reported use), and the impact on the users of such sites is lacking. Although there is 
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growing interest in identity construction and SNS usage (Buckingham, 2008), research 

focusing on these aspects at the interface level of technology has yet to be produced. There 

is a lack of first-hand observational research concentrating on the processes involved within 

technology-in-use. This present study however aims to examine the role of the user, and 

their relationship with the technology within their individual cultural context. This will be 

carried out through a close examination of their social networking practices. 

1.5 Research Question 

This research study began with the intention of exploring the representation of identity on 

social networking sites. However, as with most qualitative research, the research questions 

were re-assessed at different stages once the study began to materialise, and this will be 

evident at times. Nonetheless, the subjects of identity formation and social networking 

processes always took prominence within this study. 

Social networking sites can alter original attitudes in relation to identity formation and 

maintenance, as users choose to share as much or as little personal information - whether 

true or fabricated - as they like with others. These changes in interpersonal communication 

methods and social identity are impacted by the interface level of the website and the 

capabilities and constraints faced by the user. This therefore leads us to consider how 

indeed the user is impacted and how they overcome such obstacles. 

Given the theory of technological determinism which presumes that a society's technology 

drives the development of its social structure and cultural values, we must question the 

relationship that the individual has with the technology whilst on social networking sites. 

Evidence of the dynamic of this relationship will be sought through the examination of 

micro social networking processes, across a selection of users within an Irish domain. 

As most social networks operate through frameworks and templates for profile 

construction, there needs to be a consideration for how individuals feel the need to adapt to 

these network structures, or whether in fact the user is aware of these templates. 
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When the user does become aware of the technology, it is necessary to focus on how they 

deal with it, what impediments they might meet and how they cope with these set-backs. 

We are interested in the frustrations, decisions, navigations, and interactions of the user and 

whether some users even have the skills to cope with the rigid technologies they are often 

faced with 

The principal aim of this study will therefore examine the role of the user within their 

technological and sociological environments. More specifically, the uses of the social 

networking sites, Facebook, Bebo, and MySpace will be observed in order to assess the 

constraining or expressive features and the role of these features will be investigated in 

order to create an understanding of identity formation and self-presentation through social 

networking means. 

In order to research these areas adequately, this dissertation will focus on two primary 

research questions: 

RQl: What practices and interactions of social networking usage are taking place 

at an interface level? 

RQ2: How do social networking technologies shape identity formation and self

presentation? 

1.6 Structure of Dissertation 

In order to address the research questions presented in this dissertation, the paper will 

proceed as follows. First, in Chapter 2: Literature Review; the paper will provide a 

conceptual framework that characterises the literature related to the research questions. The 

dominant discourses surrounding this study are reviewed along with the theories as to the 

relationship between technology and society and the dtiving forces of social/technical 

change. 
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The third chapter, 'Chapter 3: Research Methodology' is a more lengthy chapter as it 

focuses on the method of triangulation used within this research. In particular, the Think 

Aloud (TA) method which is a relatively new and rewarding approach to data collection in 

the field of Cultural Studies is surveyed. 

The concrete findings from all three research methods are presented and discussed in 

'Chapter 4: Findings & Discussion'. This chapter focuses directly on both the role of the 

user and the role of the technology in relation to identity construction and self-presentation 

through social networking means. 

'Chapter 5: Conclusions' completes the dissertation by reconsidering the research questions 

in light of the research findings. Finally, the chapter considers the larger implications of this 

research and explores recommendations for future research in the area. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERA TORE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

With the vast growth of social networking activities worldwide (Nielsen, 2009), it is hardly 

surprising that these practices have attracted a considerable amount of attention from 

researchers and theorists in recent years. Internet social interactions have generated 

significant changes in communication and interpersonal behaviour thus leading to the 

production of large volumes of empirical research focusing on the ways in which users of 

such social networking sites establish personal profiles and maintain online relationships in 

various forms (boyd, 2006; boyd & Ellison, 2007). Many other researchers in the field 

however, (Koch and Pratarelli, 2004; Livingstone, 2002) highlight the fact that data 

regarding the social and psychological effects of its usage are still vague; only assessing 

levels and contexts of usage rather than the ways in which young people are merging these 

activities into everyday real life culture. Since that time however, it is still difficult to find 

any studies that actually explore on a first-hand micro level, the actual processes 

encountered by social networking users. This literature review will provide an outlook on 

the already existing pieces of research and valuable findings in the field, whilst pointing out 

the areas in need of further analysis. 

2.2 Safety and Privacy 

Some of the most dominating discourses in relation to the evolution of the Internet as a primary 

method of interaction and communications centres on the issues of privacy. Taking the 

emergence of social networking sites into consideration, many questions have been raised over 

how much personal information is presented on these sites, especially by young people. With 

the ever growing popularity of social networking sites, Millwood-Hargrave and 

Livingstone (2006) emphasise that little empirical research exists in regard to the 

potentially harmful aspects of Internet interactions and the publishing of personal 

information on the Internet, which in particular contrasts to the existing large volume of 

research on the harmful effects of mass media. 
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Considering the large volumes of data in relation to general Internet use and associated 

harmful or negative effects, we must also be careful not to become too consumed with these 

aspects and take a closer look at these generalisations. Young people are positioned as 

particularly susceptible to online risk, and in relation to identity creation through 

networking sites, they are deemed to be vulnerable and innocent. We are almost always led 

to believe that the posting of photographs will ultimately result in negative consequences. 

However, the ways in which the technology is perceived by the public, can be altered 

through means of sensationalism, and the real micro processes of interaction and self

expression through social networks can become overlooked 

According to Arendt (1998), there are many purposes for the presence of public spaces 

within social life which help to regulate society through social norms and it is these norms 

which influence self-expression. Social networking sites can be defined as a social space 

and according to boyd (2007) they are the latest generation of 'mediated publics' -

environments where people can gather publicly through a mediating technology. However, 

in an effort to publish themselves within these online public spaces, many users' are taking 

their safety for granted and are often unaware as to the level of safety and privacy they have 

on such sites. 

Current research being carried out which explores the risks associated with Internet use, 

commonly focus on associated risks including making acquaintances with online strangers, 

grooming by paedophiles, online bullying (usually by peers), sexual harassment, and cyber

stalking. In relation to such negative consequences associated with the Internet, boyd 

(2007) raised the issue surrounding the lack of boundaries online as a cause for the 

prevalence of such risks. She argues that conversations can be easily replicated and 

contexts are usually absent in online environments and it is this ease of replicability along 

with effective search engine use which breaks down any boundaries that do in fact exist. 

Within this research, boyd also identifies that most users of social networking sites live by 

what is known as 'security through obscurity' meaning that they hold the assumption that 

as long as nobody cares, nobody will seek their online presence. 
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Hyde (2007) makes a valid observation in relation to self-publication through social 

networking, identifying that in an age where there is more concern surrounding invasions of 

privacy, it is users of such sites who are keen to invade their own space. However, he notes 

a difference between the generations of Internet users, in that there appears to be a divide in 

opinion in regard to the importance and necessity of privacy through this medium. In this 

body of research, Hyde found that for younger users, both the private self and the public 

self are interdependent, and privacy concerns do not factor for young users of social 

networking as they do for the older; instead keeping socially connected holds more value. 

Safety and privacy are of course very important concerns for Internet use but these issues 

are being focused upon frequently as they are commonly addressed within psychological 

Internet related research. This research receives large financial backing worldwide and so 

the results are widely publicised and dominate the media. The results of such psychological 

studies when presented through the media often create sensationalism and moral panics 

especially when young people are deemed to be at risk. Although this research is significant 

in its own right, there is a need for more socio-cultural approaches that would explore more 

normative uses of the Internet rather than the more abnormal or deviant. Socio-cultural 

aspects of Internet use including daily, mundane interactions are often not taken into 

account, and so the role of the user in relation to technology, society, culture and social 

shaping overall, does not get addressed (MacKeogh, 2008). 

2.3 Technology, Society and Culture 

When focusing on the area of social networking in relation to user identities, it is necessary 

to investigate a wide body of research exploring technology and society, and individual use 

of that technology in a particular social-cultural context. The term ' technology' has many 

definitions depending on its use and application. Cope (2004) believes that specific 

technological artifacts, activities, or complex sociotechnical systems can all be accounted 

for as 'technology'. Taking this broad account of technology into consideration, we must 

consider the many emerging technologies which are increasingly influencing and becoming 

an integral part of everyday life. Mackenzie and Wajcman (2003) state that 'for good or 

bad, technologies are woven intricately into the fabric of life' (p. 3). These technologies are 
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significant to the way society is organised and the way it operates. This significance 

however is often questioned in relation to the notion that technology is a driving force of 

social change, and indeed contrasting beliefs that society drives technology. In order to 

understand the link between technology, society and culture, it is necessary to investigate 

the theories surrounding media communications. 

The theory of 'Social shaping' has been established through the prevailing debate in 

relation to determinism, the central argument based upon differing conceptions of 

determinism - whether technology is the driving force behind social change or rather, 

whether society itself controls the shaping of technology and its influence on our lives. 

2.3.1 Technological Determinism 

Technological determinism suggests a very linear, static notion of technology whereby the 

user is presented a finalised piece of technology which should then be used as its design has 

intended regardless of any social impacts. 

According to Chandler (1996) technological detenninism refers to the common assumption 

that new technologies are the primary cause of: 

• 'Major social and historical changes at the macrosocial level of social structure and 

processes; 

and/ or 

• Subtle but profound social and psychological influences at the microsocial level of 

the regular use of particular kinds of tools'. 

In his theory of determinism, McLuhan (1964) divided human history into four important 

periods; the tribal age, the literate age, the print age, and the electronic age (where society 

is now). The transitions between each period in time did not occur gradually, but due to 

new developments in communication technology which caused a significant change in 

society. All four of these historical periods advanced following technological extensions on 
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all or one of the human senses. McLuhan believed that three main inventions changed 

human life; these being the phonetic alphabet, the printing press, and the telegraph. 

Those living in the tribal age relied heavily on hearing, therefore making the right 

hemisphere of the brain the most dominant as it controls the sense of hearing. With the 

development of the alphabet, people then learned to adapt to using both their ears and eyes 

and this accounted for the transition into the literate age. Following this, the introduction of 

the printing press brought about the print age; an age where visual dependence became 

more dominant. The print revolution made it possible to influence the views and opinions 

of people worldwide and the mass production of print became a precursor of the industrial 

revolution. The introduction of books, which could be carried anywhere, helped to bring 

about individualism and a private sense of space. Finally, McLuhan identified the 

introduction of the telegraph as the stepping stone into the electronic age; an age where he 

believed that hearing and touching took dominance over sight. Before his death in 1980, 

McLuhan predicted that instant communication would unite individuals into what he 

termed a 'global village' (1962), a culture which allows for connection by anyone and in 

any location through the means of electronic technologies. 

Famous for his assertion that the 'medium is the message' McLuhan (1964) considered all 

forms of media innovations as an extension of the human body. McLuhan regarded a book 

as an extension of the eye, the wheel as an extension of the foot, clothing as an extension of 

the skin and electronic circuitry including the computer, as an extension of the central 

nervous system. Taking this broad sense of media into account, it is easy to see that 

McLuhan believed media as anything that assisted a bodily organ, sense or function. In that 

case, media not only extended our reach and increased efficiency, but also acted as a filter 

to organise and interpret social existence (Griffin, 2008). Credited for moulding the theory 

of technological determinism, Marshall McLuhan did modify this somewhat when he stated 

"we shape our tools and they in tum shape us" (McLuhan, 1964, p. xxi). He asserted that 

inventions in technology invariably cause cultural change and changes within modes of 

communication shape human existence (Griffin, 2008). However his theory of the 

development of civilisation clearly shows the key structuring role played by 
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technology. In relation to the theories of McLuhan and to the overall research questions 

being asked in this study, we must therefore consider whether in fact the technology is 

shaping the message? 

According to Chandler (1996), there are two main standpoints in relation to technological 

determinism; hard and soft. Hard determinism also referred to as extreme or strong 

detenninism, accounts for technology overall, or a single technology as the sole cause of 

widespread changes in society or behaviour. This is the view of determinists, who believe 

that information technology, or another form of technology, will thoroughly transform both 

society and our ways of thinking radically or in fact may have ah·eady done so. Soft 

determinism however, is a more cautious variation of this notion. Soft determinism, also 

known as weak determinism, claims that technology is a key factor amongst others, which 

may assist changes in society or behaviour. 

On the whole, technological determinism asserts that society is shaped by technology, 

however, an argument against determinism and an alternative explanation of the 

relationship between technology and society is known as the social shaping of technology. 

2.3.2 The Empirical Programme of Relativism (EPOR) 

The Empirical Programme of Relativism (EPOR) is an approach which demonstrates the 

social construction of scientific knowledge. The main characteristics which distinguish it 

from other approaches within the same field of social shaping are the focus on the empirical 

study of contemporary scientific developments and the study, in particular, of scientific 

controversies (Pinch & Bijker, 1989). Three stages have been addressed within the EPOR. 

The first of these stages involves 'interpretive flexibility' of scientific findings and 

technological development which focuses on the presence of differing interpretations given 

to such findings. Pinch and Bijker (1989) maintain that in doing this, focus is shifted from 

the natural world to the social world. The second stage of this approach describes how 

social instruments which limit interpretive flexibility allow for the cessation of scientific 

controversies. The final and third stage relates to the 'closure mechanisms' to a wider 
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social-cultural setting. The EPOR is a well-established program supported by much 

empirical research, and it signifies an on-going effort by sociologists to understand the 

content of the natural sciences in terms of social construction. 

2.3.3 Social Construction of Technology (SCoT) 

In contrast to the rigid view of determinism, is the theory of the Social Construction of 

Technology (SCOT). This theory which materialised in the 1980s developed by Trevor 

Pinch and Wiebe Bijker, claims that instead of perceiving technology as the driving force 

behind changes in society, social shaping would bring technology back in as one of many 

actors in an overall dynamic process. This is of course dependent upon the ways that the 

technology is put to use by society. There is a common belief with SCOT that technology is 

not autonomous, it is not responsible for any social change unless it is given meaning and 

put to use by 'social actors' (Cope, 2004). Within this contrasting approach to determinism, 

the technological field is examined in order to ascertain any present ambiguities such as 

different design opportunities, and studies are made to determine why certain designs 

should succeed over others. Central to the concept of social shaping theory are the choices 

that are made in the design processes of a new technology and there is usually more than 

one technically viable solution to any given problem. 

The social construction of technology is important in terms of the user and the role of the 

user in the technological environment. All too often, technologies are developed with 

specific user groups in mind, but the design does not account for other users with different 

preferences and different interpretations of the technology. In SCOT, ' relevant social 

groups' who play a role in the development of a technological artefact are defined as those 

groups who share a meaning. This meaning can then be used to explain particular 

developmental paths in the technology (Kline & Pinch, 2003). 

Taking into account the relationship between gender and technology, Ooudshorn and Pinch 

(2003, p. 5) point out that 'gender studies, like technology studies in general, reflect a shift 

in the conceptualisation of users from passive recipients to active participants' . Gender, 
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along with other factors such as age, economic background, ethnicity, are groups in which 

members of each may hold different technological frames or meanings to the technology. 

As highlighted by Rommes (2002), the differing technological frames between the 

designers and users of a computer interface contributed to difficulties and problems 

encountered with the technology. Ooudshorn and Pinch sum this up best through stating 

that ' the very act of identifying specific individuals or groups as users may facilitate or 

constrain the actual roles of specific groups of users in shaping the development and use of 

technologies' (2003, p. 6). 

According to Pinch and Bijker (1989), the social groups concerned with the artefact, and 

the meanings that those groups give to it, play a crucial role. The key requirement is that all 

members of a certain social group share the same set of meanings attached to a specific 

artefact. However, it must be taken into consideration that although one social group may 

share the same meanings of an artefact, groups may not have equal status and other 

meanings for the artefact can be present within subsets of the group. 

The theory of SCOT includes the idea of 'interpretive flexibility' which is best illustrated 

by Pinch and Bijker's (1989) analysis of the design and development of the bicycle. 

Originally the bicycle was designed for male users however the bicycle had two different 

meanings for two different social groups; the young males who used the bicycle for 

sporting purposes, and the females and elderly men who attached a transport purpose to the 

bicycle. This difference in interpretation therefore led to the production of designs with 

distinctive social significance and consequence. 

However, interpretive flexibility does not continue forever, Kline and Pinch (2003) 

highlight that closure and stabilization occurs at some stage allowing the technology to 

become increasingly stable, often referred to as being 'black boxed' . However, this does 

not mean that this form of the technology exists exclusively, as two different technologies 

can exist side by side. Also this process of closure and stabilization may not be final. As 

new problems can emerge, interpretive flexibility once again can reappear. 
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In order to understand the development of the bicycle from the penny farthing design to 

today's current model, it is necessary to focus on the problems, interest and groups which 

influenced the overall development of the bicycle. The same applies to the development of 

the mobile phone and to that of social networking and other similar web technologies. The 

individual user now plays a crucial role in the design and development of these 

technologies as they customise them to suit their needs and lifestyles. If the technology 

constrains the user, users will more often than not, find ways around this thus 'socially 

shaping' the technology and allowing for its future development. However, if the 

technology does not provide a use, it will fail and be replaced by a more constructive 

technology. Although some user groups may pose moral problems with a technology, 

generally there is not an abstract set of objections or resistance to design. Problems 

encountered with design usually emerge from actual use of the technology, as in the case of 

the bicycle, where the needs of all users were not satisfactory, thus resulting in its change 

and development. This is indicative of the clear need to study the responses of users in the 

context of use, in order to see where resistance takes place. The research method known as 

'Thinking Aloud' employed in this research does exactly this. 

Amichai-Hamburger (2005) presents similar arguments to the SCOT theory when he puts 

forward the concept that although networks are complex technological structures, a network 

is by definition, socially constructed. This in particular, addresses the foundations of social 

networking sites. If it were not for the social connections made by individual members of 

these sites, they would, in fact, fail. Amichai-Hamburger (2005) argues that the network 

infrastructure is essential but may be useless if people choose not to use it. He also 

highlights that technology does bring about social changes; however he believes that 

change cannot occur without prior processes on micro, individual, group, and community 

levels. The micro level change is determined to a large extent by the social perception and 

cognition of technology, the interactions it brings about, as well as its adoption patterns. 

The medium carries the message; it does not determine it (Amichai-Hamburger, 2005). 

These arguments are however, in direct contrast to technical determinism which claims that 

networks are used because they are constructed. 
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According to Mackenzie and Wajcman (2003) technological determinism encourages a 

passive attitude toward technology. This passive attitude therefore does not consider the 

meanings given to technologies by user groups and does not take into consideration the 

social aspects which can influence and often control technology which in turn will deem the 

technology either a success or a failure. Technological determinism claims that technology 

changes either following science or of its own accord and this therefore leads the individual 

to focus on adapting to technologies instead of shaping them. 

Andrew Feenberg (1992) also highlights the varying social aspects of technology when he 

argues that technology should be interpreted like any other cultural artifact in regard to it 

being a social object. Feenberg states that technology should not be considered a simple 

collection of technical devices, as this definition amongst others make technology seem 

more functional and less social than it really is. 

2.3.4 Application 

The debate surrounding technological determinism and the social construction of 

technology is on-going and ever present, especially in regard to the rise of computers and 

the increasing popularity of the Internet in today's society. Both approaches provide 

valuable information in regard to the relationship between society and technology and 

therefore both approaches must be taken into account when assessing the development and 

practices of new technologies such as the use of social networking sites. 

Nonetheless, as users find ways of adopting and assimilating new technologies to suit their 

needs, these processes eventually feed back into the design stages so that subsequent 

technologies can adapt to users' needs (Ooudshom & Pinch, 2003). 

MacKeogh (2008) also points out that not all users have unified needs so certain groups 

may be better served than others and if the process of feedback is not fully comprehensive 
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or thorough, the technology may not always be very pliable in terms of responding to user's 

needs. Whilst some users may find a way to alter a technology so that their needs are 

suited, there will always be other aspects which are more constraining and will have to be 

worked around or adapted to. The particular design of a technology tries to tell us 'who will 

use them, who will value them, and who will be good at them' (MacKeogh, 2008). 

However, in relation to the act of social networking, we must be aware of its socially 

constructed nature, but that it is still a technology all the same and that technologies are 

never fully pliable and constraints will be present to some degree. If we are to understand 

the dynamics of the relationship between the sociological and the technological, we must 

consider the ways in which social networks are presented to, and allow for the portrayal of 

the user through self-expression within pre-set templates. Social networking technologies 

are composed of in-built templates which claim to aid the user in setting up their online 

profile, but to what extent are these templates aiding the user and to what extent are they 

constraining the user in relation to online identity development? According to Sorapure 

(2007) the social networking sites such as Blogger, Facebook and MySpace use templates 

which direct users as to what information is obligatory or optional and is shaping the 

content and design of user profiles and constraining the type and placement of text on the 

page. The options that templates may or may not provide influences what individuals write 

and, in an autobiographical context, how they represent themselves and their lives to others. 

The ways in which social networking users manage these issues will therefore shape what 

the user will do and not do and how the technology will be utilised within society overall. 

2.4 Identity & Self-Presentation 

One of the key areas of focus regarding young people's use of communication 

technologies, including the use of SNSs, has been that of identity formation and how an 

individual presents themselves to others online. Early researchers in the field discussed the 

potential for the Internet to act as a communication tool that avoided biases based on 

aspects of identity such as gender, ethnicity, age, ability, etc. (Turkle, 1997). The normal 

visual characteristics that frame face-to-face interactions, are absent from the Internet - the 
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individual is free to create any persona they so choose. In previous media studies, 

researchers found that this influences one's own sense of identity (Giles & Maltby, 2004; 

Taveras et al., 2004). Particularly for young adults, media usage has had an important role 

in establishing social identity and group membership (Arnett, 2003). 

The development of a self-concept begins in early childhood and continues throughout the 

lifespan, with adolescence as a particularly significant period for identity emergence. The 

psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (1968) defined a stage known as 'psychosocial moratorium' as a 

central element in the development of identity. Turkle (1997) explains that the term 

moratorium translates to a time-out, however she identifies that Erikson did not mean this 

in a literal sense, rather it is a time of intense interaction, and a time where passionate 

friendships and experimentation occur. The moratorium stage does not account for 

significant single experiences but rather the consequences of such experiences. It is during 

this time when an individual's actions are not accounted for in the same way as they would 

be at a later, more mature stage in life, and so experimentation occurs, contributing to the 

development of a 'core self, which is a personal sense of what gives life meaning. Erikson 

defined this process as 'identity' (1968). 

In his study of identity, Buckingham (2008) focuses on the social and cultural aspects of 

young people's identities, and highlights how they relate to interactions with digital media, 

such as social networking sites. He also points out that it is necessary to acknowledge how 

these revenue generating technologies can either constrain or liberate users, and how access 

to the media, and the actual interactions carried out is influenced by social class, gender, 

ethnicity etc. On the other hand, Buckingham (2008) indicates the 'need to consider how 

these media provide young people with symbolic resources for constructing or expressing 

their own identities, and, in some instances, for evading or directly resisting adult 

authority'. (p. 5). 

The creation of a social networking profile may be construed as a visual creation of 

identity. Wallace (1999) suggested that the construction of a personal website can be seen 

as an expression of the ideal self. While in many cases, this is true, the personal website 
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may also reflect an expression of the ought self, for instance, the self which the website 

author believes is required by his/her social group. This however contrasts to the views of 

Turkle (1995) whereby it is asserted that the multi-user domain (MUD) phenomenon acts 

as an identity lab in which people try out various, sometimes contradictory personae 

simultaneously. But both researchers are therefore suggesting that it is possible to create 

disembodied selves online. 

Amichai-Hamburger (2005) on the other hand suggests that the act of building an online 

profile can also be part of seeing oneself as an object described on the profile. The 

processes of deciding which part of one's identity to display, together with the reflexive 

viewing of that identity on the screen, gives the user the opportunity to consider its fonn 

and perhaps decide to try and shape it differently. In doing so, the user is actually 

experimenting with their own identity and can actually use the technology as a way to 

shape this identity, changing aspects to suit their preferences. It is these processes, even if 

occurring gradually, which are feeding back into the socio-cultural aspects of technology. 

These daily activities and interactions allow for social shaping and thus bring about social 

change which is why it is important to study the daily micro interactions and processes of 

users' through close observation and interview research methods. Through the use of these 

methods we can determine whether these processes are easy for some, and perhaps difficult 

for others. We can also see what kinds of technical skills (if any) are necessary in order to 

create the online identity one fully desires, and whether a confidence with the technology 

helps this further. Perhaps one can present a more interesting identity of they are good with 

technology? 

Sonia Livingstone, an avid researcher in the field of social networking and its young users, 

has carried out large volumes of research in the area. One such study was her exploration of 

teenagers' use of social networking sites for 'intimacy, privacy and self-expression' (2008). 

Findings from this study showed that younger teenagers enjoy the aspects of social 

networking which allow them to regularly recreate an aesthetic, elaborate identity. 

However it was noted that older teenagers favour a plain design which concentrates on their 

links to others and authentic relationships. In her earlier book, Livingstone (2002) found 
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that teenagers are strongly aware of the slight differences between those a year younger or 

older than themselves, which indicated apparent differences in identity linked to social 

status or maturity. Often the media choices are used as markers of relative maturity. 

Keeping this in mind in regard to social networking, Livingstone (2008) finds this very 

interesting given that such identity development seemed to be expressed in terms of 

decisions regarding the style or choice of site. Younger teenagers were found to seek self

attention through the creation of a complex, highly decorated profile. Livingstone also 

uncovered that an aesthetically ambitious profile created through the borrowing of images 

and other such content, is used to express continuously changing tastes, and offers for its 

creators a successful self which would be accepted and even admired by peers. Despite 

these continuous efforts to create visually acceptable profiles, it must be noted that this 

presents a pressure to conform. On the other hand, not all users of social networking sites 

take it upon themselves to create such idealistic and highly decorated profiles, some users 

often decide to do the opposite and leave their profile a blank canvas. Nonetheless, this 

inactivity of trying to create no identity can still be deemed an identity all the same 

(MacKeogh, 2008). 

In support of Livingstone (2008), Turkle (2005) establishes that school-aged children's 

primary interest in ICT is what they can do with them. 'This is a stage dominated by action 

and not reflection ... they are looking for challenges to meet; to beat a game, to produce 

startling visual effects. Their interests are to make, to do, to master' (2005, p. 131 ). In 

regard to adolescence however, Turkle (2005) claims a return to reflection, but a reflection 

which is insistently about the self. At this time adolescents use many different kinds of 

materials to construct their sense of identity; computers can become part of this process, 

they can become a way of life. Most adolescents integrate their computer experience into 

their developing identities. They use programming as a canvas for personal expression and 

then as a context for working through personal concerns. They use the computer as a 

constructive as well as a projective medium (Turkle, 2005). 

The presentation of identity with social networking sites occurs within the rigid 

technological structures on which the network is built upon. In order to fully understand 
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this presentation of the self, Goffman (1959) theorises that the self is presented on either the 

"front stage" or the "backstage" and the person will perform in a certain way depending on 

whether or not they are in the presence of a particular audience. While performing on the 

front stage, the individual will present an optimal image of themselves to their audience. 

However, while on the backstage, the individual relaxes the public identity they tried hard 

to control on the front stage, and can move out of the character which was required of them. 

In relation to the use of social networking sites, the front stage performance occurs through 

the profile page and the information derived from both that and of the profile pages of other 

public profiles within the same network. On the other hand, the "backstage" performance 

may occur through private chats and e-mails where there is no large audience to act for. 

Although each SNS varies in functionality and design, an overall structure is generally 

found within all. These structures usually consist of text, photographs and testimonials. 

Text is generally entered within the pre-defined fields presented by the website and 

normally contains information in regard to age, gender, political views and a few lines 

written by the use about themselves and their background. For the purposes of 

representation, the uploading of pictures is usually encouraged by the SNS and testimonials 

usually exist in the form of user comments which are sent back and forth amongst SNS 

members. As MacKeogh (2008) has argued, there is more that just a neutral technology 

imposing a structure: elements in a template can also enforce social and cultural moves. For 

example, the place for a 'Significant Other' as opposed to a place for just 'Others', reflects 

a society where monogamous relationships are valued and where having an 'other' is 

central to identity. Indeed, the selection of identity features are culturally defined and 

recreated. 

Although these existing structures help in the overall completion of profile construction, 

they do however pose certain problems in relation to creating an online presence which is 

ultimately influenced and governed by the technology. Therefore social networking sites 

can limit the presentation of the self through a fixed manner as most platforms do not offer 

a more liberal method of profile construction. Nonetheless, more and more features and 

external applications are being introduced to networks gradually, but not all users' will 

make use of these for identity construction and self-presentation management. 
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2.5 Present Study 

Exploring popular SNSs will entail processes of 'mapping both the potentialities and the 

constraints of the technology along with the ways that users use, misuse, and abuse their 

technical systems' (MacKeogh, 2008). A deeper understanding of users, how they interact 

with the technology, and emergent issues and concerns, could inform future design. This 

present study will address some of the gaps existing in the research field as highlighted in 

this chapter. It will also overcome some methodological limitations evident within current 

similar studies. 

Discussions which result from the findings will add to the reflective dimension of the 

research and provide a basis for further future investigation. 

This current research study aims to investigate the performance and management of identity 

within SNSs amongst a population of young Irish users at the micro level of actual 

individual use. This will be carried out through both observation and post-observation 

interviews. In regard to the technical features of such sites, the capabilities and limitations 

will be assessed as possible factors affecting the expression and control of identity for such 

users. The degree of usage and the ways in which these interactive websites are being used 

will also be taken into consideration. 

More specifically, this research will examine the actual uses of the SNSs 'Bebo', 

'MySpace' and 'Facebook'. It will investigate young users' modes of expressions and 

identity formations within these sites and will assess the relative role of the technical 

features of such sites in relation to one's own potential to shape interactions. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the theoretical framework employed in this study and the research 

approach together with the research questions that were examined. A description of the 

participants recruited, data collection methods and analysis techniques are included. The 

chapter concludes with a justification of the methodological choices within this study. 

3.2 Framework for Analysis 

As discussed earlier in relation to the role of technology and the role of society/culture, 

technologies are significant to the way society is organised and the way it operates. 

However this significance is questioned in regard to whether the technology itself is the 

driving force of such change, or on the other hand, society itself drives technology. 

As previously discussed in Chapter 2, Pinch and Bijker ( 1989) highlighted that in order to 

better understand the link between technology and society, it is necessary to examine the 

role of the user within this framework. That is what this study aims to do. Furthermore, 

Livingstone (2002) has highlighted that existing research in the area of social networking ;,-· 

uses, has focused mainly on the levels of usage rather than assessing the ways in which 

young people are using these Internet connections and combining them into everyday 

normal activities. MacKeogh (2008) has also pointed out that previous research has 

primarily tended to account for the psychological problem areas within Internet interactions 

whereas an understanding of the social and cultural aspects of young people's online 

communications and Internet experiences are absent. Furthermore, she identifies a lack of 

qualitative analysis in relation to young people's use of new media within an Irish domain. 

Together, these realisations create a niche for the investigation of social networking 

experiences and the varied meanings that these interactions have for the young users. The 
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analysis of macro level issues in SNSs, will help to create a focus on the empirical micro 

level interactions therefore allowing for the examination of the dynamics which take place 

for individual SNS users. 

3.3 Research Overview 

The original intention of this research study was to focus on the accuracy of online 

identities in relation to capturing the overall personality traits of social networking users. 

However it was noted that research of this nature would prove to be problematic and could 

not be carried out extensively within the confines of this research project. Nonetheless, 

grounded theory was introduced as the research questions developed over a period of time. 

Data was initially collected through a log book and focus group and as the research 

questions began to fully emerge and key themes identified, the methodology became more 

structured in the form of the subsequent Think Aloud (TA) method used. 

Although my reflections log gathered a lot of information regarding social networking 

interactions, it did also allow me to realise the relationship between technology and the user 

and how both have a strong impact on each other. Through careful monitoring of 

networking activities, many questions were being generated and interesting points 

developed. As I wanted to explore these avenues further, I then went on to extract the topics 

further in focus Group and think aloud research. The findings raised from the focus group 

research, although relating more so to identity, helped to highlight individual preferences 

and principles regarding social networking use. User interactions and activities on social 

networking sites were isolated and thought to merit further exploration and so were further 

studied in the TA studies which followed. The research technique known as triangulation 

was therefore utilised for this study. This technique involved the use of these three different 

qualitative research methods in order to strengthen the study and enhance confidence in the 

subsequent findings. 
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Due to the success of the TA approach, this method became the main data source of the 

study, especially as findings from T As are not only copious but very indicative and 

informative to a researcher. The TA approach in this research setting was used in order to 

examine the research questions intensively through exploring the micro level usage and 

idiosyncrasies' of SNSs from the perspective of the user. The findings from this study can 

then, in tum, inform social networking practices from a macro level, as these findings lead 

to a better understanding of user requirements and practices, which in turn determine the 

overall success or failure of SNSs. All three research methods are discussed in more detail 

in the following sections of this chapter. 

3.4 Method 1: Personal Reflections Log 

This research study was based upon my own user experiences and reflections as a member 

of many social networking websites, primarily Bebo, Facebook, and MySpace. The 

personal reflections approach can be classified as the German term 'Verstehen' which 

describes it as a first-person participatory perspective. Whilst using the social networking 

sites on a personal level, I used interpretive processes associated with Verstehen to record a 

log of things which I found noteworthy. In particular, I kept in mind the key issues 

surrounding the technological determinism/social shaping debate and paid close attention to 

how the social networking technological frames were being manipulated by myself. 

As a current member of Facebook and Bebo and a former member of MySpace and Twitter, 

I often noticed recurring practices and behaviours by myself and other members and how 

everyone seemed to have different ways of using these sites despite the appearance of rigid 

templates and structured formats. It was also noticeable that there was an absence of certain 

behaviours and practices. For example, not many people utilised features for keeping an 

online journal, in the form of a 'blog', on their chosen social network, despite the placing of 

this function on the SNS by the developers. In particular I kept track of the amount of time 

I spent using these sites, the interactions I carried out often, the navigational methods I used 

and the aspects of the websites which did not appeal to me. Over a period of 6 weeks, I 

recorded this log then combined it into one research document where I highlighted 
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recurring practices and key areas which I regularly questioned such as why some people 

never deleted comments from their profile whilst other members opted to delete certain 

comments over others. Excerpts from the personal reflections log can be seen in Appendix 

c. 

Whilst using my social networking site in the presence of a friend during this period, it was 

pointed out to me that I was using a slower method of 'searching for a friend' and was 

shown a much faster way of doing this. Although this new method saved time, I still 

preferred to use my original method as it had become habitual and familiar. This 

occurrence therefore made me question the different ways that people were navigating their 

profiles and whether they were unaware of certain aspects of the sites or whether, like me, 

they preferred to stick to routine social networking methods regardless of efficiency. These 

key questions along with other areas highlighted in the log lead to the development of the 

focus group research method where these areas could be addressed more thoroughly. 

I followed up the log book research with a focus group discussion. Originally I had 

intended conducting a number of focus group sessions which would form the back-bone of 

the research but following the reflexive charting of my own experiences in the log book, it 

became clear that a methodology that would allow me to expand on that approach would be 

very rewarding. I did however conduct one group discussion to get some sense of how 

other users integrated their online life with their offline life. 

3.5 Method 2: Focus Group 

A one hour focus group session which I carried out amongst a user group of SNSs was 

conducted in order to seek further views and opinions on the subject matter from their 

perspective. 

3.5.1 Focus Group Sampling 

I sent an e-mail to a group of young third level students working on a college campus 
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during the summer months seeking their participation in a focus group to discuss the matter 

of social networking. It was specified in the e-mail that participants needed to be, or have 

once been, a user of a social networking website. There were a total of four respondents to 

the e-mail who wished to participate, and all were subsequently recruited. 

3.5.2 Focus Group Participants 

The group of users who participated in this informal group interview session were four 

third level college students, three males and one female. All of the participants indicated 

that they were active social networking users. The ages of the participants ranged from 20 

to_ 23 years. I provided a brief, in the form of an information sheet and consent form 

(Appendix A) of the study to each of the participants indicating the intentions of the study 

and what their role would be in the focus group. After having read this document, the 

participants were asked to sign it if they wished to proceed with their participation in the 

research study. All four participants provided their written consent. 

3.5.3 Focus Group Procedure 

The questioning route began on a broad spectrum and then became more focused. A voice 

recorder was used in order to tape the discussion for later transcription and further analysis, 

For the first question, participants were asked to write the answer down and then discuss 

their written answers. This acted as a stimulus and a way to ease the participants into the 

group discussion. The discussion aimed to establish the general view of these social 

networking users in relation to key themes which emerged from the personal reflections 

log. The themes which were explored were identity development, user characteristics, 

private/public profiles, online behaviours, and the overall appeal of social networking sites. 

These areas were addressed with open-ended questions in order to allow the conversation to 

flow easily from one point to the other, giving participants the opportunity to expand on 

certain topics, An example of a question asked was, 'Have you noticed different uses of the 

sites based on characteristics such as gender, age, cultural background etc.?' 
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Although some of the questions put to the participants in the focus group were associated 

with the original research plan mentioned earlier, and are possibly inconsistent, the 

feedback from the participants was still highly valuable. In particular, it led to the 

development of this current study where the focus group discussion is still utilised. 

3.5.4 Focus Group Evaluation 

At first, the participants were a little slow in developing their answers or getting their points 

across but as the time passed they grew more comfortable in their surroundings and with 

one another. The only female of the group did not communicate as much as the others in 

the beginning, however after an initial 15 minutes or so, she became more vocal as the 

questions deepened and interested her. After this time, all the participants had then become 

more enthusiastic and seemed to feel at ease with speaking in a group environment. The 

reflexive nature of the group discussion also seemed to help the participants relax fully. The 

participants contributed equally and no one member dominated, as can often occur in these 

research settings. The format of the discussion was semi-structured. I did direct the 

discussion at times due to the conversation diverging too far away from key topics, and at 

other times allowed for the discussion to continue when new points being raised were a 

direct contribution to the research questions and lead to the emergence of new themes 

which had not been previously considered. Once all the questions were discussed, the 

session ended with a final re-cap of the main points of the group session. The questions 

asked in the focus group can be seen in Appendix B. 

After the focus group was carried out, and the transcripts were looked at more thoroughly, 

the researcher noted that all participants had mentioned similar activities they carried out 

whilst social networking. It was mentioned during the session that Bebo was more suited to 

teenagers and although all the participants were in their early twenties they were still active 

members of the Bebo website. These users, however, seemed to have had an awareness of a 

shift in popularity towards other networking sites in the Irish domain. Bebo was the most 

popular networking site in Ireland at the time but the participants seemed to be aware of 

how fast this popularity was declining whilst Facebook was increasing in popularity 
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especially amongst older users. It was also highlighted during the focus group that there is a 

need for good knowledge of the system in order to create backgrounds and personalise the 

profile. It was noted that a lack of knowledge in this area may therefore generate constraints 

for the user. 

These findings therefore helped to generate a need for further study which would focus on 

the first hand experiences of social networking users in greater detail. This study therefore 

developed into the subsequent Think Aloud research approach. 

3.6 Method 3: The Think Aloud Approach 

This study makes use of a qualitative research method known as the 'Think Aloud' (TA) 

protocol. This TA method consists of asking people to think aloud while solving a problem 

or carrying out an activity and then analysing the resulting verbal protocols. This research 

approach is typically carried out on a one-to-one basis where the researcher sits down with 

the participant and observes and discusses with them their on-going actions. The researcher 

usually notes the navigational decisions made as the participant articulates their thoughts 

and feelings throughout the task. There is a need for the researcher to sit beside the 

participant in TA settings unlike other qualitative approaches such as questionnaires. Some 

may see this as time consuming and an unconventional research procedure, it is still all the 

same a valid research setting, and in the case of this research study works very well as it 

allows the researcher to see everything in action. This form of close observation is not 

unusual in Psychology but is typically used to gather quantitative data. As a qualitative 

approach, it provides a rich source of fairly spontaneous and emergent discussion responses 

to the task in hand. 

The Think Aloud technique was first established by the Psychologist Karl Duncker (1945) 

as a way to understand the development of cognitive thought. TA data collection was later 

established as a valid measure for researching cognitive processes by Ericsson and Simon, 

(1993). According to Ericsson and Simon the cognitive processes which generate 

verbalisations (Think Alouds) are an element of the cognitive processes which produce 
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behaviour or action. More recently, the approach has been used to study human-computer 

interactions (e.g. Janosky et al., 1986; Essens et al., 1991) and in other educational contexts 

(e.g. Baumann et al., 1993; Oster, 2001). 

Think Aloud methods are starting to become more frequent in many new research areas, 

especially in educational research mainly because of the quality of data that they produce. 

This was shown in a study that was undertaken by Pressley and Afflerbach (1995) who 

used the TA method in a research study regarding how readers involve themselves in varied 

literary activities. The resulting data from this study displayed how the readers adjusted to 

differing types of text. Furthermore, within this related field, a research study by Johnstone, 

Bottsford-Miller, and Thompson (2006) provided information on the use of TA methods in 

order to detect design issues in large-scale assessments. The TA results from that study 

produced enriching data and so the researchers strongly supported the use of TA methods in 

the successful detection of design issues. 

Though now becoming prevalent in educational and academic research, the uses of Think 

Aloud protocols have had a presence in scientific research studies. Many developers in the 

field of technology have used and support the use of TA methods (Jorgensen 1989, Monk 

et al. 1993, Nielsen 1992). According to Nielsen (1994), computer scientists apply the TA 

method effectively in order to evaluate user interfaces without the need for much training, 

and that even fairly basic methodological experiments will succeed in pin-pointing many 

usability problems through applying this method of data collection. The use of the TA 

method has now shifted toward cultural research settings and has an application within the 

sociological field. Rommes (2002) utilised this method in her study of first-time users of 

the Amsterdam based digital city DDS. This current research study is primarily based upon 

the same procedures carried out by Rommes (2002). 

In her research study, Rommes took into consideration the barriers within current design 

cultures and how interfaces are now being designed with no specific user group in mind. 

Rommes highlights the need for designers to account for the diversity of user groups and 

how aiming these interfaces at everybody can pose many user difficulties. 
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Rommes (2002) held semi-structured interviews with first-time users of the interface in 

which she focused on what they thought of computers and the Internet, what they found 

attractive and unattractive about them and what they would expect of a 'digital city' . In 

doing so, she was assessing the technological frames and the participant's interactions 

within them. She observed the participants as they analysed a new user interface in order to 

see how their frames of reference from an old interface, influenced their use of the new one. 

TA methods came into practice when Rommes asked the participants to formulate the 

thoughts they had as they tried to use the interface. During their attempts, it was noted 

which parts of the interface attracted them, which parts they (dis)liked and which parts 

were (un)clear to them. The researcher performed the interface part of the research in the 

classroom in which the participants were taking a course, as she wanted them to feel 

comfortable and at ease. Ultimately, as Rommes was aiming to gain more insight into the 

first-time users' understandings in action of this interface, this method proved particularly 

successful. 

In carrying out this study, Rommes (2002) introduced cultural aspects to a technological 

research setting. Results indicated that various user characteristics such as ethnicity, age, 

and gender are overlooked by developers of technology. These developers tested their new 

interfaces across two groups; experienced and non-experienced users. Nonetheless Rommes 

highlighted that they failed to take into consideration and isolate important demographics 

and assumed the results from each testing of the user groups could be applied to others that 

are represented by that group. In making the user learn to use a system through 'playing 

around' with it, Rommes identified that gender was more a decisive factor than experience 

across the user group. Although some first-time users may continue to learn the system 

through this method, others may not be so enthusiastic and as a result will not favour use of 

the technology at all. 

Through examining these prerequisites and addressing the needs of all users across various 

demographics, developers could create technologies with a greater likelihood of 

succeeding. On a micro-level there is a need to focus on the 'rules' or general principles 
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associated with the technology we are using. As a researcher, it is these micro-levels that 

are factoring and governing the changes/growth and development of technologies. In 

assessing the ways in which users are addressing these technologies from a first-hand basis, 

we can see the ways in which the technology is playing a formative role, and the ways in 

which users are shaping these technologies to their own needs, thus the influencing of 

overall design and development. 

3.6.1 Rationale ~ The Think Aloud Approach 

Realising what my own introspection revealed, this background knowledge was invaluable 

and thus assisted in the creation of the research approach. In order to explore the recurring 

behaviours and practices which particularly interested me, the Think Aloud method was 

chosen as the most suitable research approach for expanding this experiential approach. 

Although the TA method is primarily used for task scenarios, I did not start the TA 

interviews by giving the user any particular focus. Although I initially had key areas in 

mind which I wanted to address in the TA processes, I did not begin the session with a 

particular focal point. Instead, I allowed the process to evolve as I asked the participant to 

carry out their routine social networking activities as they would 'normally' do so. 

However I asked the participants to verbalise their thoughts whilst carrying out their 

interactions online. In the case where the user did not mention aspects of the networking 

sites in which I was most interested, the use of follow-up questions and prompts within this 

method proved successful. Some examples of follow-up questions would include asking a 

participant who had just made a change to their profile, how important it was to keep their 

profile up to date. In another example, I asked what aspects of the website the participant 

felt were childish, after they had just mentioned that it was aimed at children. 

3.6.2 Think Aloud Sampling 

This research method entailed a level of intimacy due to the fact that the researcher and the 

participant collaborate on a one-to-one basis. Keeping this in mind, participants were 
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selected purposefully. The researcher decided to contact personal acquaintances to 

volunteer in the research as it was felt that they would be more at ease in a research setting 

such as this. 

Five people were contacted based upon their experience/inexperience of SNSs. Three 

contacts voluntarily accepted to take part in the research. It is not possible to determine why 

the other two people contacted did not wish to participate. 

For the purposes of clarification and to protect the anonymity of the participants in this 

research, pseudonyms were issued. Initially 'George' was contacted as he was believed to 

be a user of the MySpace social network, however upon further communication, it was 

discovered that he no longer uses this network and had since joined Facebook. Nonetheless, 

the participant was still recruited. The second and third participants, 'Kevin' and 'Claire' 

were then recruited. The researcher asked each participant whether they classified 

themselves as a beginner, an intermediate or an advanced social networking member based 

upon their usage levels, experience with the technology and length of time as an active 

member. George said he was an intermediate user whilst both Kevin and Claire claimed to 

be experienced social networking users. These participants were also considered to be 

suited to this research approach as they are generally very articulate and would be more 

forthright in verbalising their actions during the TA method. It was hoped that my personal 

friendships with the participants would also be advantageous. 

The participants were once again contacted via e-mail and asked for their participation in 

the research. The three participants provided their consent to participate via their signature 

on a consent form (Appendix E) given to them just before the TA began. Due to his lack of 

experience with his chosen social network (Facebook), George was selected for the pilot 

study. Not a lot of in-depth detail was anticipated from George, however it was hoped that 

he could help inform the researcher about possible obstacles/constraints encountered by 

inexperienced users of social networking sites. Subsequently, both Kevin and Claire were 

then chosen for the following TA studies. For both Claire and George, the TA observations 

were carried out in their home environments from where they regularly accessed their 
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social networks. Kevin on the other hand, carried out his TA on the college campus where 

he was a full-time student for four previous years. George was very familiar with the 

environment in which the TA took place and he regularly accessed his social network 

within this domain. 

Although selected for this study based upon their experiences and knowledge of a social 

networking site, the small sample size within this study does not allow for the findings to 

be generalised. However, on a micro level, these findings capture great depth and could 

contribute greatly to a future macro level study of the subject matter where it is possible 

that these micro level findings would emerge once more. 

3.6.3 Think Aloud Participants 

As can be seen in Table 1, two participants were male and one participant was female. The 

first TA (Study 1) although originally intended to be a pilot study, provided such interesting 

outcomes that it was decided to use it as part of the data. This study was carried out with 

George. The second TA (Study 2) was carried out with Kevin and the third and final TA 

(Study 3) took place with Claire. The following table outlines the details of each TA study. 

Table 1: Think Aloud Participants 

Participant* Gender Age Website Level Environment Duration 

l. George Male 34 Facebook Intermediate Home 20 Mins 

2. Kevin Male 25 Facebook Experienced College 26 Mins 

3. Claire Female 20 Bebo Experienced Home 30Mins 

* Pseudonyms 
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George is a full-time employee who lives with a friend. He reported that he does not have 

Internet access in work and so does not spend that much time online using his social 

networking account. Kevin is a post-graduate student studying an I.T related discipline and 

holds a degree in Psychology. Kevin lives at home with his parents and one sibling in a 

family orientated environment. It should be noted, however, that although not asked by the 

researcher, the participant voluntarily pointed out to the researcher that he is a homosexual 

and this is commonly known amongst his friends. The participant volunteered this 

information as he thought it may have factored in his online interactions and therefore may 

affect the analysis of the data gathered. Claire is also a third level student studying for a 

degree in Humanities and reported that she enjoys the use of social networking especially in 

relation to her relatively new college lifestyle. She is also living at home with her parents 

and two other siblings. 

3.6.4 Think Aloud Pilot Study 

As mentioned above, the session with George was intended as a pilot. This study was 

carried out in George's own home where it was hoped that he would feel more at ease. The 

participant was provided with a Laptop and Internet access by the researcher and was then 

asked to use his social networking website as he would do so normally. 

Although this study was carried out reasonably well, I noted some problematic areas which 

were inevitable. It sometimes appeared that the participant was lacking in direction and was 

almost thinking of what he would do next. Although it is possible that the participant 

normally uses the site in this way, it seemed that he may have been trying to 'perform' for 

the purposes of the research setting. While this is something that cannot be remedied, it is 

still important to take into account that the participant was in fact 'performing' a role and 

thus no research setting can ever be seen to be natural. 

The study also assisted me as a researcher to become more accustomed to the research 

method itself and the role of the researcher in this approach. Along with this awareness, I 

also felt it would be necessary in future situations to thoroughly explain my role in the 

- 35 -



research process to participants. Through highlighting that the research process was not 

testing them in any way and that there were no right or wrong actions, the participants 

should feel more relaxed and at ease. 

Findings from this study were used to establish some pre-determined questioning structures 

for the subsequent TA studies. Along with these benefits, and as previously mentioned, the 

pilot study provided much more important research data than expected, so that the data 

from this study are incorporated into the Findings. Together, this pilot research and the 

focus group findings assisted in the creation of pre-determined open-ended questioning 

structures which were discussed with participants in the subsequent two TA interviews. 

3.6.S Think Aloud Procedure 

There are a number of options for the recordings of TA responses; short-hand 

transcriptions, audio recordings, video recordings or the use of all of three. TA interviews 

are optimised, however, by the inclusion of note taking by the researcher by jotting down 

what is happening throughout the session. Note taking is still relevant even if the study is 

being recorded, as important aspects such as body language, tone of voice and sarcasm for 

example can be clarified. 

In fact, it is these concrete observations and recordings which give strong value to the 

method overall, especially including The very simple but very significant action of noting 

the 'grunts' and 'groans' from participants can often be missed if the researcher is not 

taking notes contemporaneously. Questioning the reasons for grunts and groans proved an 

important avenue into these aspects of the technology and the interface that displeased or 

frustrated the user. 

In the case where the participant starts to become less talkative, the use of prompts by the 

researcher is also of great assistance to this research method. When silences continue for 

several seconds, researchers can probe the subject to keep talking. When this occurred 

during any of the TA interviews, I asked general questions in regard to what the user was 
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doing, if they had various ways of doing things, the options they felt they had as a user, and 

any opinions or concerns they might have had. These cues therefore encourage the 

participants to start thinking aloud once again. Once the TA study has been completed, the 

next step of the procedure is to ask the participant some follow-up questions. The answers 

to these questions are not used as the primary data source, but can clarify any incoherence 

in data derived from TA responses. Such questions may also be useful for subjects who are 

less able to meet the cognitive demands of thinking aloud while carrying out a task 

(Branch, 2000). 

As in the case of any research study, the participants were provided with an Information 

Sheet (Appendix D) which fully explained details of the study to them, along with a 

Consent Form (Appendix E) and were asked to sign this form in order to give fully 

informed consent to participate in the study. 

3.6.6 Think Aloud-Role of the Researcher 

The role of the researcher in this study is a very important one as there is constant 

interaction with the participant. In order to make the participants feel at ease in the research 

setting, I provided details of the study via a document brief (Appendix D), I then explained 

my role to them. Having initially explained the context of the study and the requirements of 

the participant, I then proceeded to mention to the participants that I was not testing them 

and would not be judging them on their social networking activities, and that I was more 

concerned with their navigational methods, levels of interactivity and their feelings about 

the interface. As participants were already acquainted with me, the rapport was strong. 

They asked questions in regard to why I was carrying out that research method and seemed 

interested in the study. Although I cannot say for certain, the participants seemed to have 

had a clear understanding of what they were being asked to do and seemed to have felt 

comfortable in doing this. This allowed for a more relaxed setting and so the participants 

immersed themselves fully into the study. The importance of body-language, expressions 

and tone of voice, including for example, sarcasm were also kept in mind by the researcher 

whilst carrying out the TA interviews. 
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3.6.7 Think Aloud - Data Analysis 

Upon the completion of each TA interview, the recordings were transcribed verbatim. My 

overall observations and thoughts on the TA processes were also documented immediately 

after each session. The short-hand notes taken during the TA process were also 

documented. Together all three main documents were collated into one main document 

containing the overall findings from each of the three think aloud studies. These three 

documents were then analysed through the highlighting and segregation of text into themes 

using content analysis. In doing so, patterns of behaviour and recurring focal points 

amongst the participant sample were identified. 

3.7 Evaluation & Justification of Research Methodologies 

Each method provided interesting data which revealed varied aspects of SNS usage. Given 

the nature of the study, participant numbers were small but the method of triangulation did 

help to expand the scope of the research. The interpretations from my own user reflections 

proved valuable as they captured real user experiences and introduced a more social and 

personal point of view to the research. These reflections also created strong groundwork for 

the focus group discussion and pin-pointed key areas for consideration. Focus groups have 

many advantages mainly due to the fact that they are a primary research method and 

provide large volumes of data. However one of the main issues regarding the limitations of 

focus groups is that you learn what people say they do or think and not what they actually 

do or think at the time of their actions. Focus group post hoe rationalisations of their 

activities are a valuable source of data but the spontaneous reactions-in-action provide a 

good complement of data. 

As with all methodological choices, there are both advantages and disadvantages in using 

TA processes. According to Ericsson and Simon ( 1993) this method is preferable as it 

utilises the short-term memory and so the information provided is direct and accurate 

whereas studies which utilise the long-term memory introduce problems around accuracy 

and level of detail. 

- 38 -



The data derived from Think Aloud studies is immediate and is therefore of a high quality, 

compared to other qualitative research options which could have been considered for this 

study such as questionnaires and semi-formal interviews. The presence of only two people 

allows for meaningful, direct dialogue. The data also entails a broad range of sources such 

as direct observation of what the subject is doing. And documenting what the subject 

wants, or is trying to do. Although sometimes tedious to transcribe, the use of audio 

recordings greatly assists the reliability of the study as they exclude any ambiguity and the 

verbatim transcripts help to produce precise results. The TA method also allows for 

flexibility as the study can be easily directed by the researcher through the use of prompts. 

Also as this is an informal method of data collection, the most effective way to maximize 

effectiveness is in the creation of an informal atmosphere. 

Ericsson and Simon (1993) consider that gathering data in real-time can be problematic as 

often Think Aloud utterances are incoherent, and therefore interviews which occur after the 

protocol is completed generally produce more articulated responses. However, the 

immediate responses from users can strengthen the method. As a researcher, having access 

to the instantaneous gestures, thoughts, utterances and body language of the participant is 

priceless. Although it may not seem like these instances or ramblings are important, they 

are treasured by a researcher as they help to create the bigger picture and establish the 

streams of consciousness of social networking users therefore providing meaningful 

qualitative data. 

Nonetheless, Branch (2000) identified a disadvantage to TA methods in relation to 

cognitive loads. Performing tasks or using certain technologies whilst also speaking can 

prove too demanding for some participants. In order to account for this limitation, the 

researcher engaged in follow-up questions with the participants in order to clarify any 

misunderstandings or issues raised during the interviews. Branch (2000) together with 

Fonteyn, Kuipers, and Grobe (1993) all deem this counteractive method a viable means of 

making Think Aloud data easier to understand and interpret. 
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A further possible limitation to this study could be identified by the presence of the 

researcher. This would be more relevant to participants who generally use, or prefer to use 

SNSs in more isolated environments; however participants who would regularly practice 

social networking in the same physical environment as others may not feel uncomfortable 

around the researcher. Rommes (2002) pointed out that in an effort to please the researcher, 

participants may intentionally, or possibly unintentionally, spend more or less time using 

certain parts of the interface than they normally would when using SNSs by themselves. 

Although I told participants to spend as long as they liked using the interface, it is hard to 

determine how long the user would normally spend on the SNS when not in the presence of 

the researcher. 

Finally, the researcher may incorrectly use prompts which only ask 'closed' questions. 

Such questions encourage participants to think even harder about an action, and often end 

up prompting answers that are inaccurate, or invented just to answer the question. An 

example of one such question would be where the researcher asks the participant to indicate 

their most favoured feature of the networking website. A participant may not have any 

favourite features or may have more than one but in order to answer the question may just 

indicate any feature. In a case such as this, an open question which asks participant to 

indicate any favourite features and to discuss why would be far more effective. 

Overall, the participant observation strategy evident in the TA method of data gathering 

proved to be most useful to this research study as it helped to produce spontaneous 

responses and insights into the pleasures, frustrations and performances of users, all of 

which are important findings. Although the research process itself is quite an intimate one 

due to the presence of just the participant and researcher, it was felt that if anything, this 

aided the data collection as the participants seemed very relaxed in their surroundings. 

It was noted during the studies that two of the participants asked a lot of questions in regard 

to the aims of the study, and needed reassurance in regard to what the researcher wanted 

them to do exactly. Although participants were fully briefed and were told to carry out their 

normal social networking activities, it seemed that these participants spent longer using the 
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interfaces which I asked more questions about and it is possible that the participants were 

acting in a way that they assumed to be desirable to the researcher. Although it is not 

possible to say for certain whether this was the case or not, and obviously having no other 

concealed research intentions I therefore guided the study back on track again through the 

use of prompts and open-ended questions regarding other features. This is a worthwhile 

strategy if participants are acting in a socially desirable way, however if this wasn't the case 

then doing so would have detracted from the value of the study. 

3.8 Summary of the Methodology 

Overall, the three methods in this study aimed to observe and explore social networking 

practices amongst a number of young Irish users. Through a personal reflections log, a 

focus group and intensive TA studies, it was hoped that micro level social networking 

would be examined in depth, and that any occurrences and findings from this study could 

inform the theories surrounding the social shaping/technological determinism discourses 

which are current today. 

Through an intensive study of commonplace actions and interactions of social networking 

members, the role of the technology together with the role the user plays was taken into 

consideration. Resulting outcomes from these methods are identified and discussed in 

further detail in the following 'Findings & Discussion' chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS & DISCUSSION 

4.1 Introduction 

From the foundation built through the examination of previous literature on technology, 

society, culture and identity and in an effort to contribute to the growing body of literature 

focusing on the Internet and social networking practices, original data collection was 

undertaken via the three qualitative methods as previously discussed. This chapter presents 

the concrete findings from each of these methodologies used within this study. 

4.2 Findings 

This section of the chapter reports the key themes which emerged from the analysis of the 

focus group transcripts together with analysis of the participants' use of their SNS. These 

themes are organized into two sections, with each section corresponding to one of the 

research questions. The following sections are used to discuss these findings: Identity and 

Self-Presentation, and Interface Exchanges. However, these categories exist for the 

purposes of analytical feasibility and therefore content from each section is not exclusive to 

that category and may overlap occasionally. 

Pseudonyms are used in place of actual names and supporting evidence from the focus 

group, log book and talk alouds is presented wherever possible. 

4.3 Identity & Self-Presentation 

As earlier discussed in the review of the literature, it was noted that the presentation of the 

self to others is an important aspect within the establishment of identity. Many studies 

carried out in this field have addressed the motives behind the establishment of social 

networking profiles (Kramer & Winter, 2008) and findings have suggested that the most 

important motives for hosting these profiles are impression management and self

expression. Similarly, Wallace (1999) argues that the creation of a social 
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networking profile may be construed as a visual creation of identity and as an expression of 

the ideal self. 

The construction of a social networking profile allows for self-presentation since it allows 

the user to manipulate and display a more definitive representation of themselves, and in 

line with those previous research findings, similar results are evident amongst participants 

of the TA studies. Representations of identity on these networking sites will always have to 

adhere to the pre-set templates which the social network technology is built upon, 

consequently affecting the ways in which identity is constructed and displayed on the 

profile. 

4.3.1 Identity 

After a thorough examination of my own networking activities and a focus on the identity I 

had created through this medium, I questioned the motives for social networking use in 

general as I considered identity construction to be a primary factor. One of the first 

questions asked to the participants of the focus group was what they thought appealed to 

people who use social networking sites? The participants indicated that peer-pressure from 

others was the main factor, along with the sense of connection felt upon having joined such 

sites, as communication amongst friends was made easier. Taking the aspect of identity into 

account, it was also mentioned that some people join social networks in order to display 

their personality to others who may not know them so well. 

According to Turkle (2005), adolescents use many different kinds of materials to construct 

their sense of identity. "They use their relationships with clothing, with records, with causes 

and therefore there is an obvious way in which computers can become part of this process: 

they can become a way of life". (p. 132). 

Having completed a TA interview, the participant known as Kevin displayed evidence of 

possibly constructing his own sense of identity through the use of social networking. Kevin 

originally declared to the researcher that he was homosexual; he then mentioned having 
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posted on his profile that he was engaged. He stated that although clearly not engaged, he 

decided to post this for the fun of it and to "ruffle a few feathers" (Appendix F, p. 16) in 

order to get people talking. He mentioned that he had previously posted this before 

however it was not as successful this time as it did not receive much reaction apart from a 

mature contact who believed it to be true and congratulated him. Perhaps the user was 

manipulating the system in order to raise his social status and popularity as he knew it 

would get others to interact more on his page through the discussion of this new 

information he posted. Although his motives were not clearly found during the interview, it 

must be noted however, that the technology made it possible for him to spread his message, 

and to obviously play with a virtual identity. 

Other ways of representing or constructing an online identity often involve the use of 

personalisation of the social network through the addition of various kinds of media. 

Although they exist for entertainment purposes, the presence of applications on a profile 

can however say a lot about the person who chooses to use them, and equally about those 

who do not. It can be argued, that the addition of applications to a profile can allow for 

further personalisation of somewhat rigid social networking platforms. The use and 

implementation of applications could also be considered as markers of identity. However, 

this is more so the case in regard to what applications the user is interested in and adds to 

their online profile, as opposed to the outcome of the activities carried out on the 

applications. In addition, stickers, text, graphics etc. displayed on a user's profile through 

the use of applications could serve as identity markers also. During the TA interviews, it 

was noted that both Kevin and Claire added some applications to their profiles. Kevin 

added a virtual pet application for entertainment purposes, and also added a 'Friends' 

application which allowed him more control over the display of his friends on his profile 

unlike the 'Friends' feature already present within the network. Claire added applications 

for entertainment purposes also; these were in the form of fun graphics, quizzes, icons etc. 

Although findings from the methodologies carried out within this study cannot be 

generalised due to small sample sizes, it is still relevant to note similarities to the findings 

of the research study carried out by Livingstone (2008) as discussed in the earlier literature 
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review. In her study of teenagers' use of social networking sites for intimacy, privacy, and 

self-expression, it was found that younger teenagers enjoy the aspects of social networking 

which allows them to regularly recreate a highly-decorated, stylistically-elaborate identity. 

Interestingly, additional findings of her study found that older teenagers favour a plain 

design which centres on their links to others, therefore expressing a notion of identity lived 

through authentic relationships. Although this current research does not use teenage 

participants, the youngest TA participant showed evidence of personalisation and 

decoration of the profile whereas the older TA participants did not show an interest in this. 

The young female TA participant known as Claire avidly made use of quizzes on her Bebo 

profile and displayed knowledge of these quizzes as potential markers of identity. In 

relation to a discussion about identity created through social networking, Claire claimed 

that, "if you take quizzes such as 'How Blonde are You?' people are just going to think of 

you as a blonde bimbo ... I am very wary of the impression I give off, people just do it, they 

don't even mean to, they just make judgments without even realizing" (Appendix G, p. 29). 

On the other hand, an older male TA participant known as George did not make use of 

personalising features and did not seem to perform certain actions on his Facebook profile 

which could have easily been manipulated as an opportunity to publicly publish himself 

and present his identity to others. These features however have an important role within the 

technology as they are designed in order to address different ages, genders, social groups, 

and so forth, and they therefore shape the interactions within these groups. 

Similarly, Kevin claimed to prefer the Facebook social network as it was "more grown up 

and Bebo was just full of 14 year olds and was more for children" (Appendix F, p. 14). The 

user made this statement based upon past use of the site but found that it was badly 

designed through the allowance of gaudy or flashy backgrounds. As these backgrounds can 

be seen as a way of expressing identity, this user felt this was not important but rather a 

disadvantage, similarly relating to the findings of Livingstone (2008). However, as 

MacKeogh (2008) has pointed out, even those users who shun performing an identity are of 

course, still expressing themselves. We cannot partake in a signifying practice and decide 
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not to signify - even those like George, who might object to the fuss in creating an identity, 

are establishing a self-image as precisely that kind of person. 

Upon setting up an online profile on a social networking site, users are requested to upload 

a photograph of themselves for representation purposes. This process often entails some 

concerns for social networkers who may have image or identity reservations. Some users 

will display perhaps one or two pictures whereas other users will use the opportunity to 

self-publish and display numerous or often hundreds of pictures of themselves; others will 

choose not to display a picture and some often opt to display images of inanimate objects or 

notorious characters instead. 

Kevin also showed concern over the posting of photographs within social networks. He 

stated that he would only occasionally scroll down through the "News Feeds" of friends, 

and would be more likely to do so after spotting pictures that had been posted recently. 

When discussing the issue of identity and judgements made about pictures users posted, 

Kevin said that it annoys him when people put up animated graphics and not real 

photographs of themselves or when a friend doesn' t have many pictures posted at all. 

Along with the posting of profile pictures for the purposes of identity construction, the 

addition of friend connections on the network is nearly always promoted by the website -

the more friends, the better the network. Placing a strong importance on her friend 

connections, Claire highlighted the fact that she arranged her friends in a specific format 

whereby all the friends in the top line of the contacts section all know each other. She also 

declared a concern over possibly offending some people by not displaying them in her 'Top 

Friends' section. This can relate to the issue of peer pressure being evident within the 

website. Also, in stating that she wouldn't know half the things going on with people were 

it not for Bebo, it is clear that she makes use of the website for communication purposes, as 

she also included that she would only visit the pages of friends she would not see regularly 

offline. Claire therefore uses the website to overcome geographical constraints. 
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As she mentioned her concern over not wanting to offend friends that she hadn' t placed in 

her 'Top Friends' section, the topic of popularity was established. It is apparent that this 

user places significance on the placement of friends in a chain-like sequence, having her 

most liked friend as the first knot in the chain and so forth. In doing so, Claire places a 

status level on her friends and as popularity is something most young people will strive for, 

it will therefore introduce some level of competition amongst friends. 

In her research on social networking practices, boyd (2004) indicated that some users are 

willing to signify anyone as friends whilst others stick to a more conservative definition. 

boyd found that most users tend to list anyone who they tend to know and do not actively 

dislike. This often means that people are established as friends even though the user does 

not particularly know the person. In some cases, it is necessary to publicly 'be-Friend' 

someone simply for political reasons. Sometimes, people connect broadly so that they may 

see a larger percentage of the network. It is therefore possible that the participants in the 

TA studies may have had these secondary reasons for creating friend connections with mild 

acquaintances. It could also be true to say that these participants were also aware and 

interested in shaping their identity based upon these new friend associations with people of 

differing interests. Participants may also take the deliberate action to 'untag' or disconnect 

themselves from photos uploaded by other friends in order to disassociate from certain 

groups and therefore try to fit in amongst other friend groups with differing personalities, 

morals, fashions etc. In doing so, these users are in a sense 'trying on' different personas 

and identities through their virtual social network environment (Turkle 2005). Still, behind 

the psychological and sociological aspects of social networking, this study has drawn 

attention to technology being a critical factor in the dynamic process of identity 

construction online. 

4.3.2 Self-Presentation 

Closely linked to the construction of identity through social networking, is the area of self

presentation and the management of personas. When the focus group participants were 

asked if they thought social networking profiles allowed for an accurate display of one's 
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personality through online self-presentation, the general consensus specified that social 

networking profiles do not significantly represent the user's personality, however this is 

usually down to the level of information the user wishes to disclose. Almost all participants 

agreed that users will use the site to display their 'best side' and will make themselves 

appear more likable, popular, and friendly. 

During the focus group interview, participants were also asked to consider whether they 

noticed different uses of the sites based on characteristics such as gender, age and cultural 

background. It was commonly noted by participants that a lot of social networking users 

worldwide display a 'posing' style profile picture in order to look more appealing to others. 

It was also noted that American social networking users' were far more liberated in their 

online actions whereas Irish users were still somewhat reserved, but this was believed to be 

changing quickly. One participant also mentioned that it was easier to get to know people 

better online as it's easier than talking face-to-face. This was a rather interesting statement 

as it indicated the establishment of a relationship through virtual means as being easier than 

through normal direct contact, despite the fact that body language, tone of voice and 

gestures for example, would all be absent. 

When analysing the data gathered in relation to self-presentation, the topics of conformity 

and compliance were noted a lot. In an attempt to present themselves in the best possible 

way, it is probable that some people feel the need to conform and act in certain ways whilst 

networking online. Such evidence of compliant behaviour was found in the TA carried out 

with George when he stated that he would have to think of something funny and witty to 

reply back to a friend's comment as that particular friend had a humorous nature. In doing 

so, George felt a pressure to conform to different styles of responses. He showed evidence 

of adapting and replicating behaviour in order to please his friend. In this occurrence, the 

demands of the technology are less visible; instead the social network is seen to be a place 

where self-consciousness cannot exist. As recorded in my own reflections log, I too had 

experienced similar feelings of having to act in a certain manner and respond to interactions 

in a way that I knew was expected of me. When once confronted with a challenge in using 

the technology of the network, I never considered openly asking people through the 
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network for help or advice on the matter; I did not want to be seen to be ignorant of the 

technology as I felt it important to keep up the notion that I was technologically confident. 

Whilst also exploring the area of self-presentation, morality was explored in relation to 

users' online interactions. The presence of morality was also discovered in a study by 

Besmer and Lipford (2009) who in relation to the ownership of photos, discovered a sense 

of moral obligation amongst participants who felt owners of photographs should protect the 

privacy of those in the photo and should behave in a socially appropriate manner in order to 

meet the needs of others in the social setting. In relation to this issue regarding meeting the 

needs of others and acting in a socially acceptable way, it can be true to say that other 

members will make use of the social network to act in socially unacceptable ways or to 

rebel against the common etiquette in place as they may feel a virtual setting would not 

pose as many dilemmas as in reality. This was found to be evident in the TA carried out 

with Kevin. 

Moreover, during the TA study, Kevin made use of the Instant Messenger (IM) feature on 

the Facebook website. He mentioned that he would not speak to everyone on the Messenger 

and would ignore conversations initiated by other people he did not want to talk to. 

However, he then suggested a good feature of the Th1 section would be to allow users to 

'hide' or 'appear offline' so they could speak to whom they so wished, therefore not 

causing offence to those they did not wish to speak to. 

Another key area which was highlighted in relation to self-presentation was popularity. 

During her TA, Claire mentioned that she disliked her profile page getting cluttered 

because "when people come on your page and see that then they won't stay on your page" 

(Appendix G, p. 20), and so she displays a direct action to maintain user traffic on her 

profile, more than likely in the hope of maintaining or creating popularity. Similarly, Kevin 

showed an awareness of popularity in social networking as he pointed out the amount of 

friends he has on his profile and stated that "these are all my friends here, I'm very 

popular" (Appendix F, p. 11). Although he may have meant this statement to be ironic, he 

still however supports the connection between the number of friend connections and 
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popularity. In regard to updating his status, Kevin clarified that he will usually do it when 

he can think of something to write, therefore showing that this piece is prepared and 

planned carefully possibly due to the fact that it is very publicly displayed and will impact 

the recognition of the user by others. 

It was further disclosed by Claire that she would usually only communicate with a select 

few people stating that she had loads of friends on her profile but she wouldn't contact 

them all. Likewise, Kevin mentioned that a user could possibly have 200 friends on 

Facebook, but these would not be 200 good friends, rather you would have about 5 or 6 

people that you have a good social networking relationship with and a further 10 to 15 more 

people who you would have somewhat regular contact with through social networking 

means. It is evident from this finding that the technology is perhaps determining what an 

acceptable amount of friends is and what is not. The technology encourages the constant 

addition of friends via many different routes as it therefore ensures growth of the network. 

In doing so, the technology does not consider the impact on user interactions; instead, it 

creates customs which users feel they have to adhere to. 

Whilst on the page of an old school friend, Kevin indicated that although having gone to 

school together, he is no longer in contact with this person and would never speak to him in 

offline settings. With this in mind, it could be true to say that non-friends or acquaintances 

are added to a profile more so for popularity concerns rather than for communication 

purposes as common discourse suggests large numbers of friends as a presumption of 

popularity. 

4.3.3 Etiquette & Conformity 

The customs or rules governing behaviour which is regarded as correct or socially 

acceptable is known as etiquette. In real world offline culture, etiquette is always present 

within society, however although often different to real-world culture, an online virtual 

environment can also present evidence of etiquette or protocols. Although certain virtual 

environments may hold standards and conditions for use, the environment itself will not 
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usually seek etiquette from users; this instead is something that most users seem to transfer 

from real-life to virtual-life often subconsciously. 

It was noted that all the participants in the TA studies claimed to have added other friends 

to their network despite not really wanting to add them or despite not being in regular 

contact offline. In almost similar circumstances to Kevin, Claire indicated the same feelings 

of conformity associated with traditional offline norms within this different virtual setting 

of social networking. Claire mentioned that she had accepted the friend request of an 

acquaintance from school despite not being good friends with this person and not really 

wanting to add her. Claire claimed that she felt it necessary to add this new friend as she 

was in regular contact with her in school and she felt she 'had to pass her off (Appendix G, 

p. 29). However, once having finished school, Claire decided to delete this contact stating 

that "she was allowed to remove her" (Appendix G, p. 29). Although there are no rules to 

say that the friend addition was compulsory, however in not wanting to offend a user, 

Claire introduced etiquette and morality to a virtual environment. Also, in using the word 

'allowed', Claire indicated further evidence of conceptualised rules and etiquette in an 

environment where they are not obligatory; the use of the word allowance also showing 

Claire's feelings of conformity. 

Both Claire and George mentioned an anxiety they held in regard to wanting to delete 

friend contacts from their profile however they felt that they could not do so as it would 

make them look bad and cause difficulties. George said that he was afraid to delete a person 

from his contact list for fear that this person would be aware of this and would be offended. 

He did not want this to happen as he feared it would make him look bad. This is quite 

noteworthy, as although free to do what he liked on his own social networking site, the user 

felt compelled to act in a certain way due to the presumed consequences of actions. It could 

be said that George felt pressured to conform to rules which are conceptualised and have 

somehow become etiquette within this virtual environment; these same rules being 

common to real-world culture. 
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In Claire' s case, she mentioned that she accepted the friend request of a person whom she 

was not really friends with and did not particularly want to add but felt it necessary due to 

being in a close offline social circle together. Upon accepting this friend request, it would 

be interesting to discover whether this action alone was sufficient or whether further 

communication and online interaction was necessary. Nonetheless, it must also be 

considered whether the compliance this user felt to add this friend was associated with 

general etiquette and not wanting to offend this person or whether in fact a certain micro 

level of bullying was evident here. 

Although these participants both showed compliance, further investigation should question 

what precise consequence is feared by users in the event of deleting contacts from their 

network and whether this fear is strengthened due to the fact that the user is in regular 

offline contact with the friend they wish to delete. If the user does not live in close contact 

with the friend and would not usually see them, would they feel more at ease with deleting 

them? 

In a way, it is the technology itself which is creating the circumstances that test etiquette. It 

is introducing rules of forming friendships through even the direct action of requesting 

somebody to be your friend, something which in real-life is hardly ever done. In the simple 

click of a button, a person decides whether to accept or reject a new friendship connection 

which is certainly not the case for offline circumstances. 

Although these actions can be related to conformity and compliance and to the user not 

wanting to offend others, it could be possible that these participants still added unwanted 

friend connections for the sole purpose of expanding their network opportunities and 

increasing the number of friends on their page which, as previously mentioned, is perceived 

as a marker of popularity. Also, whether it is coincidence or not, the creation of these 

actions amongst users, is exactly what the computer is designed to do - to remain a market 

leader, and as previously mentioned, these social networks depend on the 'user hits' in 

order to do this. 
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4.3.4 Privacy 

As perhaps one of the most common discourses surrounding the impacts of social 

networking, it is not surprising that the issue of privacy was highlighted frequently during 

the data analysis. 

During the focus group interview, one particular question focused on the participant's 

views on public or private profiles. Participants agreed that this is purely a personal choice, 

some users enjoy the liberation of a public profile where as others can have more concern 

over the privacy of photographs and personal information and thus make the profile private. 

The issue of employers looking at potential or existing employees' profiles was also 

mentioned as reasons why users opt to set the page to private. 

Whilst recording my reflections log book, I focused a lot of attention on the presence of 

photographs on networking websites. I also took a more in depth look at my own actions in 

regard to the posting of photographs. I noted that I do not regularly upload photographs 

unless I have built up quite a number of photographs that I wish to have presented on my 

profile. I found that I was also quite selective in the photographs that I did post making sure 

that they were appropriate. When I did post photographs, I always made sure to check the 

privacy settings on them as I only wanted the pictures to be viewable by my friends only. 

Despite having my profile set to private, I still made sure to double-check the privacy 

settings on my photographs as these were of a very high concern to me. Whilst logging my 

own activities in regard to posting photographs, I also kept track of how often/less often 

others posted photos and whether they engaged in the activity of tagging friends or 

themselves in these pictures. 

During her TA study, Claire immediately indicated a strong preference towards the 

presence of profile pictures on her page and upon logging in to her Bebo profile 

immediately changed her display picture. She stated that "every time I log in and see my 

photo, I always change it. I have enough of them to do it" (Appendix g, p. 19). Claire also 

copied other pictures which she is in from her contacts, stating that she is aware of any new 
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pictures they have uploaded through the updates section on her homepage. However, upon 

seeing a picture of herself on a friend's page, she had a clear dislike towards this. This may 

possibly show that Claire is cautious over which pictures of herself she displays but has a 

dislike over the lack of control she has of the pictures she is included in, which have been 

uploaded by friends. It is possible that in wanting to manipulate and present an elaborate 

identity, Claire feels that this is often deconstructed through the actions of others, as was 

the case in this circumstance. 

Kevin also mentioned that it is annoying if you have an online friend you have never met, 

and they can view lots of pictures of you, but they themselves do not have many pictures 

up. Kevin says this is "not really fair" especially when users remove 'tags' identifying them 

in 'friends' pictures. This comment can be related to Claire who disliked her picture posted 

by a friend and was clearly annoyed by the lack of control she had over the situation 

whereas Kevin feels that people should not be allowed remove tags which show them in 

pictures posted by friends. These are two very different contrasting opinions but 

nonetheless show an evident issue in relation to the posting of pictures on the network. 

It was also mentioned by Kevin that there should be a minimum amount of pictures posted 

on one's profile and so he seeks more personalisation. He said he would see this as "more 

fair", a term which can relate to the previous issues surrounding etiquette and morality on 

social networking sites. When asked if he would have the same concerns over the amount 

of pictures posted in regard to real-life offline friends, Kevin stated that he wouldn't be as 

concerned as he already knew them. This therefore shows his contradictory attitudes 

towards a specific feature but this is obviously based upon circumstance. 

Both Kevin and Claire hold concerns in regard to the presence of photographs on their 

social networking profiles and in particular the sharing of photographs amongst friends. 

Together, these concerns relate to the issue regarding ownership. As previously mentioned, 

Besmer and Lipford (2009) in their study of photo tagging, highlight the concerns of users 

in regard to being tagged in photos posted on social networking sites and the ownership of 

such photos. The findings of this study indicated that participants perceived the person who 
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uploads the picture to be the owner regardless of who is present in the image. Other 

participants within that research indicated that their perception is based on the current 

model of social networks where the owner has more control over that image. Participants 

also believed that the person who has the photo has the right to do what they want with it, 

including post it online; and they were hesitant to take away these rights, even if it violated 

their own privacy. All the more interesting, is the fact that social networking users' often do 

not consider how, through uploading photographs, they then become the property of that 

social network. 

It was noted that Kevin's main privacy concern surrounds posted photographs of himself, 

either directly by himself or others and not having a feeling of control over who can see 

these. From this transcription, it is possible to see that Kevin has an apprehension towards 

certain people seeing certain aspects of his profile. In one instance the participant 

mentioned an employer 'seeing photographs of you in a drunken condition' . Although it 

can be said that no employee would like to have an employer see pictures of this nature, it 

must be questioned whether the participant feels that having an employer see these pictures 

through an online environment where others have access to the same pictures could 

possibly establish implications than would normally be presented in an offline real 

environment? These concerns highlight the conflict that occurs either consciously or 

unconsciously among social networking users in their day to day interactions, and between 

the tensions they encounter when faced with situations such as this. 

Furthermore, his concern seemed to be less about the actual presence of such pictures on 

his profile through posting and tagging by his friends, than who can view these pictures. 

Perhaps he considers these pictures to have positive effects on his online, or indeed offline, 

social status? Additionally, why would he feel it necessary to add his employer to his social 

network when clearly he has privacy concerns? Conformity could be a factor here as the 

user obviously does not consider the rejection of such a friend request as he then could be 

faced with the moral consequences of having done so. 
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In her study of 'Friendster' and publicly articulated social networks, boyd (2004), 

produced research in regard to unintended consequences of social networking use which 

can be related to Kevin' s concerns. boyd addressed the concerns of users surrounding the 

possibility of negative consequences associated with personal content being posted on a 

friend's page, which therefore is out of your control. This was the case for a teacher who 

was asked by students to add them as friends on her social networking page, however, 

aware that her friend's profile contained crude pictures of her, the teacher felt a cause for 

concern as in allowing the students to access her profile, she would also be allowing them 

to view her friends thus placing her in a difficult position. 

Additionally, the TA study carried out with Claire produced similar findings. Claire 

reported the same feelings of concern in relation to privacy on social networking sites. She 

stated that, "I don't want people knowing too much, I keep my page on private ... I don't 

like strangers seeing my page" (Appendix G, p. 25). Interestingly, when asked by the 

researcher, Claire revealed that this was not always the case as she had previously left her 

Bebo page open allowing public access to it. When Claire kept consistently receiving 

comments from unknown people complimenting her pictures, she became annoyed by this 

and then decided to change her profile to the private setting thus stopping access by these 

unknown users. Upon questioning Claire about whether she thought all those comments 

had been sent from authentic users, she answered that she thought some of them were real 

as they had included her name in them but she felt it was easier to tell that other comments 

had not been real as they seemed to have been comments which were pooled and sent to 

everyone. It was necessary to ask this question to the participant as I was aware of hacking 

instances on the Bebo social networking site where users were sent random automated 

comments similar to the ones received by this user. Claire did seem to have a way of 

knowing that certain comments came from an unauthentic source however she claimed the 

other comments which included her name seemed to have been legitimate. Although it 

cannot be assumed that these comments were not legitimate, the user however believed that 

they were genuine on the premise that these comments included her name. It is commonly 

known that automatic viruses which can hack websites can easily isolate a user's name in 

order to gain trust from the user. With this in mind, it can perhaps be noted that this 
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participant shows unawareness in relation to such occurrences. The existence of such 

naivety on social networking sites especially in relation to privacy is a common discourse 

surround social networking usage. These discourses highlight possible negative 

consequences for the user. 

On the other hand, Claire still shows clear appreciation toward privacy levels on social 

networking sites as she later criticises the public profile of a much younger relative on the 

Bebo network. Upon clicking into the profile of this relative, Claire mentions that 

I always look at her page, she's just unreal, and she has everything the real opposite to 

my page. She tells everyone everything about her and it just drives me mad, I just 

don't get it. It's far too personal and this really annoys me, especially when they are 

younger. It becomes more important when they are older. (Appendix G, p. 25). 

Claire obviously objects to some of the information posted on her relative' s page for 

varying reasons, but it should also be pointed out that Claire was aware of the innocence 

and inexperience of her younger relative on the networking site and the negative 

consequences this could hold, but she was not so much aware of perhaps her own naivety 

on the same social networking website as previously discussed. These findings could 

possibly suggest that with age and experience, innocence in regard to social networking 

sites decreases and instead concerns over privacy and security increase. The participant also 

declared that "if it was anyone else I'd just be disgusted, but you're just more concerned 

because it's a relative. She goes a bit too far with all her photos, she puts up everything, it's 

a bit crazy" (Appendix G, p. 25). This statement once again highlights that privacy 

concerns are a genuine issue with social networking sites, however, it is not yet known 

whether these privacy concerns influence the users' behaviour or patterns of use in this 

online environment or even if privacy issues are a main reason for others not to join social 

networking sites. 
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Furthermore, Claire claimed that she once had her profile open but later changed the 

privacy settings to make it private. It was noted that the participant said she didn't want 

people knowing too much and didn't like strangers seeing her page and these were the 

reasons for changing her profile to private. Claire also highlighted a concern for the privacy 

of a younger relative, and claimed to be irritated by the liberal behaviour of this relative. 

4.4 Interface Exchanges 

This section explores the micro-processes and interactions taking place at the interface level 

of social networking. The technicalities of the system are also examined in relation to the 

allowances and or constraints presented when creating an online identity and managing 

self-presentation via SNSs. 

4.4.1 Usage 

Whilst beginning to implement the reflections log for the purposes of this study, I was an 

active member of the Bebo social networking site. Facebook however was becoming very 

popular across Ireland at the time and many of my friends were setting up Facebook 

profiles as their primary social network. I was reluctant to change to a new network as I had 

been a member of the Bebo network for a number of years and did not want to experience 

the hassle of setting up a new network with all my details, and then learn how to use the 

features of this new network. However, after much resistance and constant requests from 

my friends, I set up a Facebook profile and although confusing at first, I began to get used 

to the new features and methods of networking on the site. As discussed earlier, Pinch and 

Bijker (1989) found that with any new technology, not all user requirements will be met 

and so users find ways of adapting them to suit their needs. Upon joining Facebook, I found 

myself in this position, and after an initial frustrating user experience, I soon found how to 

use the system to suit my own preferences and interpret it in the ways in which I felt 

comfortable. 
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Although social networking websites have many common and specific purposes, the 

behaviours and practices on these sites can differ greatly across users and idiosyncratic 

behaviours are very present. An example of such idiosyncrasies was highlighted during my 

own use of Facebook where in the presence of a friend, it was noted that we both used 

different methods of navigating the website to carry out the same activities. Having 

watched me search for a friend connection on my profile, my friend pointed out that there 

was a much faster and easier method than the one I had just used. Although she showed me 

this new method, I was still happy to carry on with my usual method as it had become 

habitual to me and I felt comfortable doing it that way. These findings lead me to consider 

the other differences in relation to usage of such sites. 

During the focus group interview, it was established that Bebo was at the time, the most 

popular site in Ireland, especially due to its ease of use. It was also thought to be the most 

popular amongst younger users; however Facebook was seen to be increasing significantly 

in popularity and could at some stage overtake Bebo. It was indicated that the popularity of 

Bebo seemed to be decreasing for older users, whereas Facebook was increasing in 

popularity for the same group of users. Bebo was deemed to be more appealing to younger 

users, especially teens, for its creative and personable elements. 

Through analysis of the TA interviews, it was noted that the time spent interacting was a 

significant factor, as the participants admitted to engaging in networking practices at least 

once a day if not more. Claire claimed to use the Bebo social networking website at least 

once a day and would stay on the website carrying out social networking activities for 

approximately one hour straight. Although Kevin stated that he would not normally stay on 

his Facebook profile for very long, usually around 10 minutes at a time, he did however 

declare that he would leave the website running in the background on his computer whilst 

carrying out other activities. Similarly, Claire indicated that after her initial hour or so of 

use, she then left her social network open on a separate web page whilst using the Internet 

for other purposes. Although most participants initially spent a period of time only using 

their social network whilst online, their habitual uses emerged as they adapted different 

ways of accessing the network having carried out their primary networking activities. 
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4.4.2 Structure 

Having been a member of the Bebo network, I was aware of the ways users could 

personalise their profile through methods such as applying background skins, graphics, 

widget applications etc. I noted that Facebook, however, was more rigid in its structure and 

methods of customisation as it does not allow for graphical backgrounds on a page and 

presents the user with a pre-set profile template which it encourages them to fill in upon 

setting up a profile. This template contains information such as relationship status, age, 

religion, career etc. In presenting this template to the user, Facebook suggests possible 

content to input, shapes the content and design of the profile, and constrains personalisation 

through limiting the types of text and media elements available on the website. The 

technology on which the Facebook network is built therefore shapes user expressions to a 

certain extent. As noted by boyd (2007), Bebo is more suited to a younger audience as it 

offers them more things to do thus resulting in more engaging experiences. Similarly, 

Livingstone (2008) and Turkle (2005) find that younger individuals enjoy the 'hands on' 

aspect of social networking where they can create elaborate, aesthetic and an overall 

appealing online profile. 

Although Facebook is built upon pre-set templates, I also considered the ways in which the 

user controls the content within these templates. I noted that some friends left the pre-set 

questions on the profile blank, or else entered information which was unconventional, thus 

acting in a cynically conformist way. When faced with profile templates, it was easy to see 

that some people just accepted these and entered the relevant information, whereas others 

often found ways of challenging system constraints. The role of the technology really 

became apparent upon focusing on this matter and I started to strongly consider how these 

networking technologies allow for self-expression or instead limit it. The following section 

explores these design features of the interface in further detail. 

4.4.3 Design Features 

Facebook in its essence is a conduit. Upon logging into the site, I was always presented 

with a "feed" of the activities and interactions carried out by others in my network. The 
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presence of this feed is what keeps the network growing as it instantly informs the user of 

any new friend connections, recently uploaded photographs by friends and all the other 

daily interactions which take place such as the addition of profile information and 

applications. The presence of this feed therefore ensures viral propagation. Facebook also 

operates on a community level through smaller network connections. These connections 

can refer to workplaces, geographical and educational locations for example. In having 

these smaller networks in place, the user can feel more socially connected and can therefore 

have better and more fulfilling networking experiences. 

In order to further ensure the growth and success of a social network, there is a necessity 

for the addition of other users in the form of friend connections. For some, the constant 

addition of friend connections is paramount, for others, although a necessity it does not 

hold a strong importance. Computer design, however, will always encourage if not force 

the recalcitrant user to keep networking, and the harder and longer, the better. 

The inclusion of a "Notifications" section on social networking sites is ultimately a feature 

which is designed to keep users online. As social networking practices are becoming more 

immediate, people become used to rapid communication and therefore like to be notified of 

any activity carried out within their network of friends straightaway. If the user is already 

using the technology when the notification is received, they will usually check the activity 

they are being notified of and thus spend more time online. If on the other hand, the user is 

not online, but receives e-mail notifications, it encourages them to log on to the site to 

check the activities that were carried out. 

It was easy to see this design feature working in practice during the TA interviews carried 

out. Although in the process of logging out of his network, an instant notification told 

George that a message had been posted on his profile, and instead of logging off as 

originally intended, he instead decided to check the message and spend more time 

interacting with the friend. Similarly, Claire displayed the same behaviour during her TA 

through her claim of always having to return back to the home page before logging off. She 

does this in order to check for any new notifications of interactivity occurring on her 
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network since having logged on approximately an hour or so earlier. All in all, this 

notifications feature is favoured by both the user and the designer. It ensures user 

satisfaction and in tum helps to retain members of the social networking website. 

The new feature of 'Instant Messaging' which has been integrated to many social 

networking sites, including, Bebo, Facebook and MySpace takes social networking to a 

whole new level whereby it is bringing it into a 'real-time' environment, practically creating 

a personal chat room for all online friends within a network. Features such as these along 

with instant email notification of user updates and interactions keeps social networking a 

web 2.0 technology; a technology which facilitates interactivity and collaboration in 

allowing its users to network with other users or to change website content instantaneously. 

In doing so, the technology is responding to the needs of the user and will therefore 

succeed. If these needs are not met, as was the case with the Bebo network in Ireland, the 

user will simply move on to other more popular sites. 

In recent years many social networks including MySpace, Facebook and Bebo have 

allowed for the installation of external applications. The Bebo network has become 

consumed with the addition of applications which can take up a considerable amount of 

space on the user's profile and it is possible that that they can tend to overshadow any 

markers of identity on the profile. These applications are usually applied and presented on a 

user profile once permission has been granted by the user. Although created by external 

organisations, the introduction of these applications to the network is however controlled 

by the policies and practices of the social network. The presence of these applications was 

highlighted on Claire's profile page. Claire regularly uses the applications, often in the 

form of quizzes and mentioned that she completes most quizzes almost instantly after 

receiving notice of them. Furthermore, she mentioned that she will always take the funny 

quizzes and never the serious ones and perhaps this is due to the awareness that external 

applications on a profile contribute to a visual display of identity and self-presentation. 
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Whilst recording my daily interactions as a user of social networks, I realised that unlike 

most of my friends, I had a strong dislike towards using game applications on the site. One 

game in particular, 'Fannville' , was one of the most popular applications on the site with a 

vast following. Friends who used this application mentioned how addictive the game was 

and the more popular the game became, the more I avoided it. Although I did not have 

much interest in using applications in general, I did notice that all applications needed to be 

intuitive, as many friends who had begun using some, soon gave up on them as they did not 

understand how to manage them and integrate them into their profile. Nonetheless, through 

the addition of these auxiliary features, the social network allows the user to enjoy different 

facets of social networking practices, which in tum helps to maintain user retention and 

ultimately helps to ensure the success of the network. 

4.4.4 Speed of Interaction 

As social networking activities are increasing and progressing steadily, so too is the speed 

and efficiency of these interactions. The use of mobile phones and web 2.0 technologies in 

general allow for immediate rates of communication and information retrieval. All of the 

TA participants indicated a desire for instantaneous interaction within their preferred social 

networking site. During her TA interview, Claire indicated a clear annoyance over the 

amount of time it took to scroll down to the comments section on a friend's page due to the 

sheer amount of information displayed on the page. As the comments section is always 

toward the end of the profile page, the addition of applications and other features take up 

more space on the top of this web page thus forcing her to scroll downwards until the 

comments section has been reached. A profile with extra features added by the author will 

therefore take longer to navigate and can cause annoyance to users as in this instance. 

Nonetheless, the Bebo social network has changed this setup of the profile page allowing 

users to organise their page by placing key features including comments, in different 

positions towards the top or bottom of the page. It is not known why Bebo changed from 

their rigid structure to allowing users take more control of their own page but perhaps 

knowledge of user requirements and user frustrations influenced this change. Similarly, 

user frustrations were noted in the development of the bicycle as mentioned in the literature 
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review earlier. Pinch and Bijker (1989) highlighted how the social groups concerned with a 

technology play a crucial role as later productions of the technology were adapted to suit 

their needs through the process known as 'interpretive flexibility. Perhaps, the needs of the 

user underpinned the new technological structures implemented on the Bebo network. 

The desire for efficiency within social networking was also highlighted during Kevin' s TA 

interview when he sought a way of possibly deleting all of his notifications at once. Kevin 

was reluctant to spend his time tediously deleting items one by one, and despite already 

having his own habitual uses of the network, it is worth noting that he was still willing to 

learn and adapt to a new method in order to suit his own needs and make his social 

networking experience more efficient and enj,oyable. It is possible that the social 

networking user only experiences gratification through the interactions with others on the 

website and the physical activities of having to navigate through the website is seen as 

solely a means to an end, and is something that just has to be endured. 

Again, showing that computer mediated communication needs to be immediate for social 

networking users, Claire indicated that she would only communicate with others who are 

frequent users. Fast interactions therefore are an importance to her as she enjoys the 

experience of sending and receiving communications promptly. Kevin also showed 

frustration in regard to a slow Internet connection which although not significantly slow, 

still caused annoyance to him. Patience amongst these social networking users did not seem 

to be evident when using such sites as they expected to send and retrieve information at a 

fast pace regardless of the capabilities of the technologies which facilitate this. 

A final example of the necessity of speed and efficiency to social networkers was evident 

when George also indicated a desire to be kept up to date and informed of the interactions 

of others within his social network. Upon mentioning that he was ready to finish his 

networking activities and log off, an instant notification popped up on the screen informing 

him that a comment had been made on the status George had posted moments before. 

Rather than log off and check the comment the next time he logged in, George decided to 

return back to his profile in order to check the comment. In doing so, this suggests a desire 
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to be rapidly informed and aware of actions relating to your own on the networking site. 

Also showing how instantaneous social networking has become was the fact that George's 

friend had made a comment based on a status update within moments of it being posted. 

4.4.5 biter/ace Constraints I Allowances 

It became evident during the TA interviews that the role of social networking technology 

was a significant factor in the overall interactions carried out, as ultimately the technology 

influenced what the user could and couldn't do. Whilst exploring the areas of 

conceptualised rules and etiquette during Claire's dialogue, it was mentioned that she 

would feel it necessary to return comments to friends who were seeking information from 

her, alongside the reciprocating behaviour of sending a virtual 'Luv' heart back to the 

people who sent them to her. This leads us to consider whether the feelings of conformity 

and evidence of custom behaviours are in fact restraining users through spending time 

carrying out these behaviours rather than spending time personalising their own pages or 

expressing themselves in other ways. 

The ways in which people adapt to and personalise their social networking methods within 

the confines of the system was also highlighted through the observations of George's TA. 

He indicated that he preferred to click the hyperlink on bis name in order to navigate to his 

own profile page on the Facebook network. Despite there being different methods of 

navigating to the profile page, George pointed out that he preferred this method as in doing 

so it seemed "more personal than just clicking a profile button" (Appendix H, p. 33). Also, 

despite being able to write what one wishes about themselves on their profile, Facebook 

unlike many social networking sites does not allow for personalisation or stylisation of the 

profile and so there are no direct means for identity to emerge through this, nevertheless 

users often find ways of overcoming this constraint. George was aware that although direct 

personalisation of his page was not possible, indirect personalisation can occur through the 

addition of applications to the profile, along with joining certain groups. The content of 

these group pages and applications obviously reflect the interests and character of the user 

and thus allows for a certain level of personalisation to take place. George mentioned that 



he was more than aware of this and so he found himself being careful of what pages he 

joined as others might make inferences on his personality based on this. 

Within the findings of the TA studies, age factored in the establishment of identity through 

profile manipulation. Claire, the youngest participant in this research, was a sole user of the 

Bebo social network as she preferred it over others. Unlike Facebook, Bebo does allow for 

personalisation and stylisation of the profile through the use of colours, fonts, background 

displays, graphics, widgets etc. Claire had indeed decorated her page to be more 

aesthetically pleasing. She mentioned that she does often change her background display on 

the Bebo profile, known as a 'skin'; however she finds it tedious to search through the 

system in order to find a preferred skin so she tends to copy the skins she likes from other 

users when she comes across them. Claire mentioned also that "if it was easier to find a 

skin I liked through the search area then I would change it more often, you just have to go 

through pages and you get sick of that really soon" (Appendix G, p. 27). Considering the 

questions raised earlier in the study, we find that technology/user interactions are 

underpinned by everything the user does on the site. This finding now addresses these 

issues of whether technological constraints of the system are in fact restricting expressions 

of identity. Indeed, the system does allow users to create their own skins, however 

knowledge of other software applications is required and so this obstructs users who are 

inexperienced with the necessary software or in fact who are lacking in the motivation to 

learn how to use it. 

It was also highlighted during her TA, that Claire felt in keeping her page fresh and 

regularly updated she will appeal to a wider network of friends with differing personalities 

and therefore will maintain high levels of user interactions on her page, something which is 

often perceived as a measure of popularity. Claire, like other users which I made note of in 

my reflections log, feels the need to regularly change her skin so that even though she 

sometimes struggles with the technology to find one that she likes, she feels pressure to do 

so. This certainly suits the technology as in doing so, she is conforming to the design 

elements put in place in order to ensure success of the site. The findings of Turkle (2005) 

relate to this user's online actions of personalisation, as it was found that, 
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Adolescents integrate computer experience into their developing identities in ways that 

have nothing to do with becoming computer experts. They use programming as a 

canvas for personal expression and then as a context for working through personal 

concerns. They use the computer as a constructive as well as a projective medium. 

(p. 132). 

Claire also indicated the presence of competition amongst friends in relation to the number 

of profile views each member had, however there isn' t too much competition once your 

profile views aren't too low, "once it's near enough to 10,000, people don't really mind, but 

people would think you were some sort of weirdo if you had only about a hundred views 

when you have been on it for months" (Appendix H, p. 28). Also in stating that others 

would see you as a 'weirdo' for not having high profile views, the concern for social status 

and popularity is presented by the user. The role of the technology is relatively visible here 

as the technology is dictating and driving this competitive type behaviour amongst friends. 

It has somehow become understood in social networking, that the more friend connections 

one has, the more they are deemed to be popular and sociable. Taking into account the fact 

that this competitive behaviour may present itself more amongst teenagers, the Bebo social 

network seemed to encourage this. With a very large following of teenagers' right across 

Ireland, Bebo incorporated a feature on the website known as 'Profile Views'. This feature 

publicly displayed the number of times a person's page had been viewed by others and 

therefore introduced an emphasis on popularity on the network. This feature was obviously 

designed to act as a catalyst for the growth of the website. 

It was also discussed further on in Claire' s TA, that through the act of posting pictures on a 

profile, people are aware of how sociable this makes them appear. There is often peer 

pressure associated to uploading photographs taken on a sociable night out. This peer 

pressure usually comes from friend connections that were also out socialising on the same 

night, and wish you to post the pictures promptly as they are keen to see them. Again, it can 

be said that the technology dictates and shapes user interactions in relation to the uploading 
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of media content. Through the presence of a 'Photographs' section on the profile (which 

cannot be removed), does the technology basically imply that there is an empty space on 

your profile without these, and as a result your networking experiences will suffer? In the 

case of no photographs being uploaded, there is usually a grey, dull icon to indicate the 

space where a photograph would be placed; these icons then cast a shadow over the entire 

profile and make it seem like the profile is not complete or is lacking in quality. 

As mentioned earlier, it is these website features which encourage competitive behaviours, 

promote popularity, and support the growth of friend connections. These features 

encourage users to keep coming back to their profile again and again. The users may be 

conscious of this or not, but nonetheless it is the technology here that is succeeding as it is 

shaping user behaviour for the purposes of the websites progression. 

During the TA dialogue with Kevin, he decided to check what a certain friend was doing 

with their page, but upon briefly looking at this friend's page he stated "yeah, he's boring 

really isn't he, I'm going back to my own page, it's more interesting" (Appendix F, p. 11). 

This not only shows a very fast-pace of moving throughout the website, but also a rather 

proud or self-centred view of his own page. When then asked whether he has 'Top Friends' 

selected in this section, Kevin responded by saying that he had a different 'Top Friends' 

section added as an external application, however he did not keep this updated. Through 

the addition of this external application however, Kevin highlighted how applications 

which allow users to alter the structure of their normally rigid social network do exist and 

there is always some way of not conforming to network prerequisites. However, it should 

be noted that the deliberate action of sabotaging the pre-set templates of the network, is still 

done through the means of the network and its technology and therefore the user is still 

acting within the confines of the system. 

Kevin's actions are in direct comparison to the actions of Claire who regularly updates 

'Top Friends' and organises them specifically according to the status of her friendship with 

them. Due to the presence of features such as 'Top Friends' sections on these networks, it is 

easy to identify how users like Claire will conform to the system and act according to the 

· 68-



fundamentals presented to her within it in order to develop an online identity. Kevin on the 

other hand, shows us how others can still develop an identity through the very act of 

resisting the discipline of the network and finding alternative ways of use. 

The issue of privacy was a topic mentioned by participants on numerous occasions, 

moreover the participants all held a similar attitude in relation to privacy, this being that it 

is a fundamental concern of social networking users. It was pointed out by Kevin that 

privacy on the Facebook network is restricted through some constraints of the system. Over 

the past few years, Facebook has been greatly developing and making improvements to the 

network, however this participant does not favour all these changes as some new 

modifications to the settings seem to have impeded this user's preferred privacy setting; 

Well it used to be better; it used to have a feature where you could have a public profile 

or a profile set where your friends could see what you wanted. You had restriction 

levels, so then if your boss wanted to be your friend, you could set a restriction so 

they couldn't see like stupid things you would do when drunk and that. But now it 

doesn't really filter them out at all (Appendix F, p. 12). 

This sense of frustration displayed by Kevin seems to stem from the fact that users often 

use the network for purposes other than what the designers had intended. Through this 

manipulation and adaptation of the network, these users are not only personalising and 

tweaking the system to suit their own preferences, but they are also helping to redesign it. 

On the other hand, a sense of defeatism with the technology often exists as some users may 

not want to, or even know how to, adapt and use the system in more efficient and beneficial 

ways. This was indicated during Claire's TA when she pointed out that she disliked being 

tagged in a photograph uploaded by a friend; however she did not make any attempt to 

request that the picture be removed by her friend and therefore showed an acceptance of the 

system constraints, similar to the patticipants in the Besmer and Lipford (2009) research 



study. Also, many discourses encourage us to consider that the concerns of users in relation 

to privacy are more in relation to the consequences of a breach of privacy and the solutions 

needed in order to remedy or control the situation. Though not actually engaging in finding 

solutions to these issues, the user can therefore present a sense of defeat with the 

technology and avoid it altogether. In doing so, the user does not engage in the possibility 

of eliminating alarming or sensational discourses surrounding privacy and safety online. 

4.4.6 Technical Knowledge 

As a user of any social networking site, it is important for the user to understand the 

fundamentals of social networking whilst being able to adequately use the website. 

However, this research study has indicated that lack of technical knowledge is directly 

affecting user' s online interactions and perhaps restricting their levels of expression 

through social networking. 

In order to keep up with the fast-paced environment technologies have become accustomed 

to, social networking infrastructures are constantly changing and being upgraded. Although 

it is necessary to keep up to date with technological trends in order to ensure the success of 

the website, too many changes however can frustrate and isolate users who find it hard to 

adapt to new methods. Generally, people are habitual in their uses of social networks and 

tend to stick to the same methods for carrying out interactions. During my reflections log, I 

noted my own reluctance to change my method (although slower) of searching for a friend . 

Forcing users to change the methods which they are used to can therefore become 

problematic, however, individuals will still often find ways to carry out their idiosyncratic 

behaviours and adapt to the network once again. 

Lack of technical knowledge was indicated when George, who described himself as an 

intermediate user of Facebook, scrolled through a long list of friends in order to find a 

certain contact. When questioned about his route of doing so he replied that "it is the only 

way I know bow" (Appendix H, p. 33). 
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Despite there being different faster methods of finding a contact, George was unaware of 

this and so perhaps may have been unaware of many other website features which he may 

have utilised. 

Claire also showed a mixed level of system knowledge in her use of the Bebo social 

networking website. Whilst clicking on the directional arrow button when looking through 

friends photos, it was pointed out to her that there is a faster method of doing so. Claire was 

clearly surprised by this and stated that "you get so used to doing it the one way all the 

time; you wouldn't even think there could be a different way" (Appendix G, p. 24). This 

finding would indicate the fact that social networking users can become comfortable in 

their ways of using the network and do not even consider other ways of doing things or 

even other aspects of the site that they may be missing out on. It could also indicate what is 

known as 'Luddite' behaviour whereby the user may be opposed to technological change as 

they feel comfortable with how things currently are. 

Claire did however claim to tweak the system to suit her preferences. Claire admitted to 

often changing the people selected in her top 100 friends list, as in doing so, she would only 

be shown the 'news feed' of the friends in this list, and not of the friends she was not 

interested in hearing about. The use of the system in this way appears to be an advanced 

knowledge of manipulating the network. 

Whilst a member of the Bebo network, I often noticed people changed their 'top friends ' 

section to either include or eliminate others. I presumed that this came down to popularity 

or even peer-pressure. Having seen Claire manipulate her friends section, I realised that 

there can be underlying reasons for doing so, as in this instance, Claire did so in order to 

personalise her own social networking experiences. Furthermore, she displayed a clear 

knowledge of the website navigation when she clicked on a link which appeared invisible 

due to it being white text on a white background. Claire still knew the link was there from 

learning the layout of pages on the site and keeping this model stored in her mind. 
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Showing how a user can adapt to new features and structures, Claire came across a new 

page layout on a friend's page which had only been recently introduced by the Bebo 

developers. Although taken aback slightly by the lack of familiarity, she still navigated her 

way around the page and said that "it is just something that you would have to get used to" 

(Appendix G, p. 23). The overall level of Claire' s knowledge of her social network seemed 

to fluctuate a lot throughout the TA. Although advanced in some ways, Claire was often 

unaware of what others might call basic functions. These nuanced ways of performing on a 

social network can pose problems for designers. These individualistic behaviours allow 

users to adjust to their own styles of interacting and using the network, however, can pose 

problems for designers as they try to develop generic platforms to suit all. 

As highlighted by Tyre and Orlikowski (1996), people act towards technology on the basis 

of their understanding of it, and people's technological frames often need to be changed to 

accommodate a new technology. Where people do not appreciate the premises and 

purposes of a technology they may use it in less effective ways. The findings of Tyre and 

Orlikowski also suggests that in the early adoption of a technology, cognitive and structural 

elements play an important role in influencing how people think about and assess the value 

of the technology. And these significantly influence how they choose to use the technology. 

In contrast to Claire's varied knowledge of the website, Kevin showed a lack of technical 

knowledge in relation to his Facebook page, and although frustrating for him, it also 

seemed to interfere with his online interactions. Upon entering his own profile page on the 

site, he stated that from here, he used to be able to check out events that friends were 

attending or holding. However, he then declared that he could no longer find such events 

due to the new layout as it seemed like Facebook had downgraded it. Particularly 

noteworthy in regard to this finding is the fact that Kevin thinks a section has been 

downgraded by Facebook when in fact it was not. This feature was altered by the designers 

in order to improve it, but instead of improving the feature for Kevin, he instead became 

confused by it and it may as well have been downgraded in this instance. The new layout 

means the events show up in a different section however they still function in the same 

way, this shows that Kevin does not seem to understand or follow the new layout of the 
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profile introduced by Facebook and thus thinks it does not work in the same way. Because 

of this, Kevin displays an annoyance towards something that basically hasn't been 

understood correctly. When he then finally comes across the new location for the events 

section he still finds himself being confused as he states 'users are not told how to create an 

event' and they "can never figure out how to do that" (Appendix F, p. 13). Despite 

obviously having attempted to create an event on previous occasions, Kevin is still none the 

wiser and this once more indicates limitations on the users through not knowing how to do 

something. Knowing that there is obviously a viable way of creating an event on his social 

network, Kevin is aware that the problem he is encountering is in fact a limitation of his 

own, this however can make the problem all the more frustrating for him. 

Furthermore, when looking on the homepage, Kevin noticed a comment he had previously 

posted and stated that he was after making a mistake by writing the comment on his own 

profile instead of his friend's page. Upon close inspection, he realised that in fact he had 

not made a mistake, instead the new layout had again confused him into thinking he had 

done so. Due to his frustrations with the new Facebook features, Kevin mentioned that in 

having a continuous structured format, it remained constant for every user. He claimed that 

this consequently makes for better usability as users build a mental model for the system 

and how it works, and so it should stay consistent for everything. Kevin clearly does not 

favour change in the social networking structure, instead he is more accepting of a pre-set 

template design for ease of use purposes. 

All participants showed to some extent a lack of knowledge in the social networking system 

they were using. Although for the most part, these users were not aware of their lack of 

knowledge and easier ways of using the system, they still however often showed 

frustrations toward the system as was the case for Kevin who showed a strong dislike 

toward the new user interface of the Facebook website and felt his privacy settings had 

been degraded due to new developments. Similarly, Claire showed annoyance over having 

to tediously search for new backgrounds and showed surprise towards newer, faster ways of 

using the system pointed out to her. However, none of the participants, despite showing 

frustrations towards the systems, sought information or help through either the system itself 
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or through friends using the same network. Perhaps they just learn to adjust to these 

hindrances and therefore use the network at an intermediate level and not take full 

advantage of all the social networking benefits available to them. 

As previously mentioned by Kevin, users build mental models of the system and when 

these models are interrupted through new interfaces and developments it leads to confusion 

and annoyance. If however, these networks which are constantly growing and being 

updated, allowed for the use of older versions of the website, perhaps more users would 

stay with the website and take full advantage of its uses. Also, it should be considered 

whether in fact Internet users refrain from using social networks due to a lack of Internet 

knowledge of the complexities of using the system. 

Nevertheless, after some thorough exploration of the Facebook networking site, it was 

found that although Kevin had a clear issue with the privacy settings, he was in fact 

mistaken as there was evident, privacy settings allowing the user to control the amount of 

access a friend will have to different aspects of their own profile. As previously discussed, 

this finding identifies the problems which arise when a user does not have strong 

knowledge of the system and barriers with the technology therefore arise. Although 

misinformed, Kevin did show clear frustration toward privacy settings which therefore 

reinforces the finding that privacy worries are very much evident amongst users of social 

networking sites and this seems to factor widely within technology and user interactions. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS 

Overall the methods put forth in this research study have shown encouraging results. As 

originally indicated, this paper set out to explore the virtual behaviours of social networking 

users in relation to their creations of identity (consciously or subconsciously) and how these 

behaviours influenced their online habits. The study then became more concentrated as it 

focused more on the role of the technology and constraints present within the structures of 

the networks the social networking participants used in their daily cultural 

The key theory surrounding technological determinism and the social construction of 

technology underpinned this research paper, as it does with many other research papers 

focusing on the subjects of technology and society and how they intertwine. These theories 

highlight the important relationship between society and technology and helped to create a 

better understanding of online user behaviours and the role of the user within their cultural 

frame. 

5.1 Responses to Research Questions 

Overall, it was found that the way in which users construct their identities within social 

networking websites are encouraged to a certain extent by the design of the system. The 

architecture of the network influences the self-presentation strategies for users; however 

some users find ways of overcoming these obstacles, and in doing so, are redefining the 

intended use of the technologies. 

The MySpace and Bebo social networks offer greater levels of personalisation to the user 

through the addition of graphical backgrounds, music players, and other embedded media 

sources, which in the case of the MySpace network can be programmed specifically by the 

user. Facebook on the other hand does not allow for high levels of customisation as the 

structure and design of the entire network and profile pages are controlled by the website 

designers. All three social networks suggested possible content for the user to 
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input, thus shaping the content and design of the website. The constraints of text and media 

elements on these sites therefore also restricted the means of expression within these 

websites. 

When presented with these constraints, users most often find ways of challenging them 

such as behaving in non-conformist ways and manipulating the text fields in order to create 

ironic or excessive user profiles. On the other hand, some users may completely shy away 

from displaying any characteristics of identity and prefer to keep a minimalist profile for 

varying reasons. Ooudshorn and Pinch sum this up best through stating that 'the very act of 

identifying specific individuals or groups as users may facilitate or constrain the actual 

roles of specific groups of users in shaping the development and use of technologies' 

{2003, p. 6). 

Social networking members are taking these technological systems and adapting them in 

ways which help to shape and influence their online presence, for many different reasons. 

Some of the key themes indicated in this study, such as personalisation of profiles, 

perceived levels of popularity, and the use of third-party applications reflect this. 

In order to fully understand the subtleties linked to the sociological and the technological, it 

is necessary to consider the means in which social networks are presented to, and allow for 

the representation of the user. Nonetheless, the intentions of the designers do not determine 

practice as most users seem to find ways around managing challenging systems or altering 

the systems to their required tastes, and in doing so, society can therefore influence the 

design and development of future technologies (although very complex) whilst also 

influencing virtual and real life culture for its users. 

5.2 Strengths & Weaknesses of the Study 

Through the methodological use of triangulation this research study was strengthened. Used 

singularly, each of the three qualitative methods would not yield strong results, however 

when all three methods are used mutually, they complement each other and lead to 
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comprehensive results. Furthermore, employing the use of the relatively new research 

method of think alouds proved successful, given that such in-depth information on user 

behaviours and online interactions was recorded. Other important factors such as body 

language and tone-of-voice which can often be overlooked in other research settings were 

also taken into consideration through the use of the think aloud approach. 

On the other hand, the use of the think aloud method may have other consequences for this 

research given that it is a somewhat new approach used in the social sciences. It may be 

worthwhile to further explore the methods involved in utilising the think aloud approach as 

the methods involved can take some time to record, transcribe and analyse and so finding 

ways of making this research method more efficient would greatly benefit a larger scale 

study in the future. 

It is also worth noting that the sample sizes of participants used in this study were small and 

therefore results or any indications made cannot be generalised back onto a user population 

of social networking sites. The results of this study are only viable within the parameters of 

this study but they do nonetheless, show some interesting user nuances and idiosyncrasies 

along with more common user behaviours, all of which would warrant further examination. 

5.3 Future Recommendations 

The findings from this study helped to isolate user behaviours and interactions taking place 

on social networking sites. These behaviours also indicated markers for the 

construction/shaping of an online identity and an overall portrayal of the user. These 

findings help to contribute to a considerable body of research that is highlighting the 

importance of the role of the user within the development of social networks. Taking these 

research studies into consideration, it is important for system designers and developers to 

place more emphasis on the presence of the user (and non-users) and their requirements 

from the system. In doing so, new technologies will be better suited to the needs of users 

and should therefore ensure their overall utilisation and progression. 
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Building upon the indications made through this study, future research in the area could try 

to examine the role of the user on a much larger scale with a considerably larger sample 

size in order to create generalisable results. As social networking usage grows and adapts, 

particularly in Ireland, it could also be valuable to expand this study into newer social 

networking movements such as with the use of mobile social networking platforms. These 

mobile platforms could therefore be addressed in relation to any further restrictions or 

allowances placed upon the user of these newer technologies. 

5.4 Summary 

Through the overall use of three main quantitative studies; a personal reflections log, focus 

groups, and think aloud observations, the daily uses and interactions of social networking 

members were isolated and helped to create a better understanding of social networking use 

and that of its users. These micro level indications help to inform the theories surrounding 

the social shaping/technological determinism discourses circulating today. The results of 

this study can also assist in future macro level research in the area, which could focus more 

thoroughly on new social networking habits and the technological systems which are 

constantly changing and developing to meet the growing needs of the Internet user. 
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CHAPTER 6: APPENDICES 

6.1 Appendix A 

FOCUS GROUP- INFORMATION SHEET & CONSENT FORM 

Dear participant, 

You are being asked to participate in an open group discussion regarding the use of Social 

Networking sites. This is to facilitate my research into the area of young people and their 

construction of identity. 

Any information provided by you in this discussion will be completely confidential and 

anonymity will be guaranteed to you at all times throughout this research. You are also free 

to withdraw from the study at any time and have any of your information destroyed. The 

information you do provide however, will be used for research purposes only. 

I also request your permission for this discussion to be recorded. This is to facilitate further 

analysis by me only. 

H you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to ask me. 

Please tick the 'Yes' box to indicate you are giving your informed consent to participate in 

this research, otherwise tick 'No'. 

D Yes No 0 

Signed: ______ _ 

(1) 



6.2 Appendix B 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONING SCRIPT 

Stimulus: 

Pen & Paper 

What is it that appeals to people to use social networking sites? 

Question One: 

Do social networking profiles allow for an accurate display of one's personality? 

Leading Question - How do users use the features of the sites to represent their identity? 

Question Two: 

What is you view on public/private profiles? 

Question Three: 

Is there a popularity of some networking sites over others? 

Question Four: 

Do you think there is any negative behaviour to be found on these sites such as lurking, 

abuse etc? 

Question Five: 

Have you noticed differences uses of the sites based on gender, age, cultural background? 

Thoughts/Opinions 

In my research, I plan on carrying out a study that will look specifically at people's profiles 

and how they reflect one's own identity. Do you think this sort of study would give me 

accurate results? Why/Why Not? 
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6.3 Appendix C 

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS LOG - SAMPLE 

Social Networking Reflections: Monday 5th May 2008 

Bebo 

• Generic content tends to be copied and pasted from one profile to the next - this 

does not signify any individual behaviour. 

• The term 'stalking' has been applied to the activity of randomly looking through 

people's profiles despite perhaps not knowing this person or instead keeping track of 

a person's activities on the network. This is a very common activity but it has 

negative associations - how has this activity been stigmatised when really it is a 

common characteristic of social networking that most people will admit to doing. 

• I often notice that some people never delete comments from their page, others will 

delete certain comments but not others - are they shaping the content of their page 

to paint themselves in a certain picture? 

• Writing styles differ greatly on Bebo. Usually a 'texting' style of writing is used, 

some prefer to stick to traditional language, and however young users tend to make 

the writing appear visually appealing by making it bold, underlined, and italicised or 

by writing in a new method, for example, "x .. HEH fovi:: pum~i::ss pcrssi::ssncrns a.RE 

HEH .. " 

• Accents can often come across through writing styles, such as through the use of 

colloquial terms or the spelling of the words differently, for example, "bein wi al me 

mates avn a laf which i alz manage ta do" 
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• The 'Blog' feature is rarely used to actually blog; instead it is just used to display 

lengthy jokes or funny stories as opposed to a personal blog. 

• The number of profile views on your page is seen to be a display of your popularity 

on the site. Similarly, the number of 'luv hearts' received on the page signifies 

popularity, as the sending of luv hearts is only allowed three times per day and so 

this almost creates a contest for receiving them. Again, the number of friends a 

person has is also seen as an indicator of popularity. 

• The time between comments received on a page differs from person to person. 

Some people receive a few comments daily or weekly, others can receive comments 

on an hourly basis, often less. 

• There is a known etiquette to social networking, such as it is polite to respond to 

comments sent to you. This etiquette is never put in place by the administrators of 

the site, but it tends to be created through general usage of the site. 

• People will try to upload photos taken of a night out with friends as this is also an 

indication of a good social status. The more photos posted, the better the social 

status. Also users tend to post only the best photos of themselves, but do not think 

so much about posting some bad pictures of friends. Could this be part of the 'best 

foot forward' approach as in having bad pictures of friends and good pictures of 

yourself makes you look better? 

• Bebo pages have become consumed with the addition of applications which take up 

a lot of space and tend to overshadow any markers of identity on the profile. 

Applications often in the form of broad quizzes allow a person to find out, for 

example, 'what type of friend you are'. - are these applications added for the fun of 

it or do people feel the result of such quizzes etc. will create a better picture of their 

personality? 
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Facebook 

• It is one of the more personal social networking sites. 

• It keeps track of all your actions on the site and informs your friends of these. For 

example, 'Dee has written on John's Wall". The underlined words are hyperlinks 

and allow friends to go directly to these pages. Some see this as an invasion of 

privacy. 

• Facebook does not allow for any customisation of the profile page, does this 

constrain identity, or is Facebook even being used to represent identity or primarily 

just for networking? 

• Despite being able to write what one wishes on their page about themselves, there 

are no other means for identity to emerge through Facebook. A person however 

might make inferences on a person's personality based on the groups or networks 

they have joined. 

• As opposed to the other social networks, there does not seem to be random friend 

requests from strangers sent through Facebook. 

• Similarly to Bebo, users of Facebook are engaging in application features. However 

in contrast to Bebo, these applications are placed better on the profile page and do 

not become the central element. 

• The group of friends on Facebook appear to be a closer unit of friends than to those 

on a friend network on Bebo or MySpace. 

• Facebook suggests possible friends to you based on their friendship with two or 

more of your contacts - this keeps the network growing. 

• The new feature of 'Instant Chatting' takes social networking to a whole new level 

whereby it is bringing it into a 'real-time' environment, practically creating a 

personal chat room for all online friends within a network. 
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MySpace 

• There appears to be a very evident decrease in Irish usage. 

• MySpace was very popular when the majority of social networkers were more 

advanced with technology due to the fact that manipulation of code such as HTML 

was necessary in order to customise the profile. As this is now not the case with 

other networking sites, the popularity has decreased as these sites are accessible to a 

younger audience. 

• Profiles that were used on a regular basis are now being abandoned as these users 

prefer to use different networking sites. 

• MySpace tends to be used by musicians, comedians etc. for promotion purposes. 

• Although MySpace has made some changes, it has not kept up to the new advances 

in social networking as quickly as the other networking sites. 

• The 'Biog' feature on MySpace does however seem to be used for the specific 

purposes of Blogging. 

• When a lot of one person's friends leave MySpace to use another networking 

profile, this person then feels the need to do the same as they will find it hard to 

network with very few friends left on the site. 

• Random friend requests from strangers are frequent on this network. 

• Posing style display pictures are more common on this network as users will try to 

show their best angle. 

• MySpace has already reached its peak as one of the more popular networking sites 

in Ireland and the UK; however it still seems to be the leader in an American 

context. 
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6.4 Appendix D 

THINK ALOUD STUDY - INFORMATION SHEET 

Dear participant, 

I am a researcher in a third level College in Ireland currently undertaking a Master's 

Degree by Research in which I am exploring the area of young people online and their 

management of identity through interactive social networking websites. 

You are being asked to participate in a one-to-one discussion with myself whist carrying 

out your normal activities on your preferred social networking site. During this discussion, 

I will be noting how you navigate and use the features of the website. I will not take note of 

any of the information or details you input into the site or any information in regard to your 

contacts. 

Any information provided by you in this discussion will be completely confidential and 

anonymity will be guaranteed to you at all times throughout this research. You are also free 

to withdraw from the study at any time and have your information destroyed. The 

information you do provide however, will be used for research purposes only. I also request 

your permission for this discussion to be recorded. This is to facilitate further analysis by 

me only. 

If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to ask me at the specified contact 

details below. 

Many Thanks, 

Deirdre Kelly 

Researcher Contact Details: 

E-mail: _______ _ Phone: _______ _ 
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6.5 Appendix E 

THINK ALOUD STUDY - CONSENT FORM 

I am taking part in this study of my own free will, and understand that I have complete 

freedom to refuse to take part, or withdraw my information at any stage of the study. I 

understand that my data will be entirely anonymous, and my results will not be identifiable 

in the final report. 

Please tick the 'Yes' box to indicate you are giving your informed consent to participate in 

this research, otherwise tick 'No'. 

□ Yes □ No □□ 

Signed: _________ _ 

Researcher Contact Details: 

E-mail: _______ _ 

Phone: _______ _ 
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6.6 Appendix F 

THINK ALOUD TRANSCRIPTION - STUDY 1 

Participant 

A 25 year old male, 3rd level student. 

Advanced user of the Facebook social networking site. 

Duration: Approx 20 Mins. 

Transcription from F acebook Usage and Audio Recording. 

P = Participant R = Researcher 

START: 

P: I don't really like this new interlace. It's rubbish. It's just like a wall except it's on your 

homepage instead of your profile page, so they've just copied it twice really. 

(P updates their Facebook status in regard to being a participant in the research). 

R: Do you always update your status every time you log on? 

P: No, sometimes it's only when I think of something to write. 

(P scrolls down through the updates on the home page at a fast pace). 

P: I don't really care what everybody else is doing on it. 

R: Does that mean you wouldn't usually scroll down through the updates? 

P: No, it depends. Sometimes I will ifl see a nice picture. 
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P: Oh, I'm on Twitter. (P says this in response to having seen an update status from a friend 

mentioning her Twitter page). (P types a response to this friend under her comment about Twitter). 

P: I usually start reading peoples profile comments now. 

(P quickly looks through his friends status updates). 

(P goes to his own profile page). 

P: This computer is really slow. (P is somewhat annoyed by this). I usually have comment wars 

with people I don't like. 

(P clicks on 'wall-to-wall' to leave a comment in relation to previous comments made between the 

Panda friend). 

P: I only really have conversations with a few people. 

R: Is this usually a select few people? 

P: Yeah, other people I just wouldn't. Like, I have loads of friends but I wouldn't contact them all. 

R: If those people contacted you, would you write back? 

P: Yeah, I'd write back but I'd have a few friends who I would regularly contact. Like this guy 

here. (P points out a contact he usually interacts with). 

(P tries to watch a video sent to him by a friend however the computer software did not allow for 

this. P comments that they would have watched the video if possible). 

P: I have this pet pig here (application). I can give him some food, he doesn't look happy. His name 

is Beetlejuice, you have to feed him and pet him. If your friends have pet pigs you can feed theirs as 

well. He gets happier every time you feed him and pet him. 
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R: Do you pay to buy the food for him? (Some applications require you to pay via credit card for 

these interactions). 

P: There's just free generic food or you can just buy food but I don't do that. Oh god, look he has a 

new present! Somebody gave him an egg! I'll pet him now. 

R: What made you decide to put a pig on your page? 

P: I don't know, it seemed like a good idea. I don't have any real pets. It's a good job too; I haven't 

looked at this one in a while so they would probably be dead! 

(P returns back to profile page). 

P: Oh look, that's an Irish advertisement! (An advertisement on the profile is written completely in 

Irish). Obviously nobody knows what it says though. Haha! 

P: These are all my friends here, I'm very popular. (P points to friends section on his profile). 

R: Do you have a selected number of top friends you display or do you just let Facebook show all 

yourfriends randonuy? 

P: No, I have a different 'Top Friends' section there. 

R: Do you keep this updated? 

P:No. 

P: I'll see what they're doing. I'll check what (friend's name) is doing? 

(P clicks onto a friends profile and looks through it briefly). 

P: Yeah he's boring really isn't he! I'm going back to my page, it's more exciting. 

(P returns back to own profile). 
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P: I used to be able to check out events but now with this new layout you can't really, because it's 

stupid. You can't find the events anyway. 

R: Did you used to search for events? 

P: Well it used to be on the homepage. It was a button you clicked on to see all the interesting 

events that were coming up that you might want to go to that your friends were having, but now you 

can't. It's like they have downgraded it. 

R: So now you can only see the events that you have been invited to? 

P: Not even like, sometimes they show up in the 'Home' window if it has just been created, but 

apart from that there' s no way to know. It's really stupid. 

P: It's just a mess really. Oh there's three events invites. I didn't see that before. It's stuck now 

anyway (Computer slowed down). 

P: Oh no, I'm after writing that comment on my wall instead of his one! Oh no I didn't. 

R: Is that because of the new layout? 

P: Yeah, I just got confused. 

R: That's the 2nd or 3rd time that Facebook has changed its layout, is it something that you think you 

get used to? 

P: Well it used to be better; it used to have a feature where you could have a public profile or a 

profile set where your friends could see what you wanted. You had restriction levels, so then if your 

boss wanted to be your friend; you could set a restriction so they couldn't see like stupid things you 

would do when drunk and that. But now it doesn't really filter them out at all. 

R: Do you thing privacy concerns is a big issue? 
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P: Yeah, it' s not as private as it used to be. 

R: Would you not look into the settings to see if there is any way of making it more private? 

P: Well you can make it really private I think, but then people can't find you or you won't show up 

in any searches. Even if you give someone your email address you still won't show up. I have one 

friend and he had to lower his privacy settings so I could find him, but I don't think he could even 

find me. 

R: Other than that, is privacy a concern because you don't want random strangers or employers 

seeing pictures etc.? 

P: Yeah. 

(P clicks on a 'Requests/Events' section). 

P: Look, this events thing, that's like the old login homepage. That's much better. But it doesn't tell 

you how to create an event either. I can never figure out how to do that. 

(P looks through some requests, ignores the majority of requests but accepts only one or two that 

interest him). 

P: Sometime when you want to look at applications, I think you should be able to look at the 

application before giving them access to your information. 

R: So you can't preview an application without giving the application your personal details? 

P: No, if you click on it then it says you have to allow them access to your information. 

R: You have a lot of requests on your page, do you always check them or do you not pay attention 

to them? 

P: No, sometimes I just delete them all, they're all mostly crap. 

R: Do you login without even looking at your requests? 
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P: Yeah, you can tell straight away that they're all crap. 

(P user goes through some requests and then clicks a button to 'Ignore all'). 

P: Then I check to see who is on the messenger. (P opens the 'Instant Messenger' on his profile). 

P: Some of the people on the messenger are people I know but I wouldn't want to talk to. 

Messenger would be better if you could hide or not show certain people on it. 

P: Sometimes I talk to people I like though. (P begins an instant message conversation with a 

friend). 

R: If people you didn't like started talking to you on it would you ignore them or make polite 

conversation? 

P: I'd ignore them. It's not that I don't like these people; they're just people I know but I wouldn't 

be good friends with them. If you have 200 friends, you're not going to have 200 good friends; you 

usually have like 5 or 6 people on it that you are good friends with and then maybe 10 to 15 more 

people that you would talk to and have regular contact with. 

P: Sometimes in the inbox there when you get a mail, it could have been sent to 100 people and 

when one person replies you get an email saying you have another new mail. 

R: Like a thread. And you dislike that? 

P: Yeah, it's very annoying. 

R: Would you ever go into your inbox to send an email through your Facebook? 

P: No, you'd be mad to want to do that. 

R: Why? 
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P: Because it only lets you send it to like 20 people or something. I tried it once when I wanted to 

send a message to everybody about something but it only lets you send to about 20 people so you 

just have to keep sending it over and over again. 

P: Ah look at that poser! (P is looking at a profile picture of a male with his shirt pulled up and is 

posing for the camera). He loves himself! Haha, what a f**king eejit. 

R: ls that a personal friend of yours? 

P: Yeah, we went to school together. I wouldn't talk to him now though. 

R: Based upon his picture where he is posing, do you think you are making a judgement on him or 

is it something you just find funny? 

P: No, he's just a bit thick likel 

R: So do you think there's an issue around identity in relation to the pictures people put up on their 

Facebook? 

P: Am, it annoys me when people put up things like this, (P points to a profile picture which is just 

an animated graphic and not a personal photo) where it's not an actual picture of themselves. Or 

like with one of my friends, she just has 3 pictures. 

P: If they are just an online friend it's kind of annoying because they can look at hundreds of 

pictures of you, and you don't know them like. And they might only have 3 pictures so I think it's 

not fair really, and then a lot of people remove tags from pictures they are in. 

R: And you think they shouldn't do this? 

P: Well I think there should be a minimum amount of pictures you should have posted, like 10 

pictures or something. 

R: Why is that, because this would help people get a better all round view of you? 
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P: Well it's just fair really isn't it! Like this friend here, he only has three pictures. (P points out a 

friend on his profile). He had more but he removed the tags from them. 

R: ls this a friend you just know online and not in reality? 

P: Yeah. 

R: What if it was a friend you knew in real-life, would that be as much of a concern to you? 

P: No, not really. 

R: You have 79 unchecked notifications on the bottom of your profile. Do you ever check your 

notifications? 

P: No, I have never even seen them before! (P opens these notifications and scrolls through them). 

They're all rubbish! Can you delete all them at the same time? They're a waste of time really aren't 

they? 

P: What's this button, Translations? 

(P clicks on the 'Translations' button next to the Notifications out of curiosity. 

P: You must be able to translate to a different language, there's English UK and English US, I 

wonder what the difference is. 

R: I notice in your details you have put up in your relationship status that you are engaged? Did 

you do that for the fun of it? 

P: Yeah, to ruffle a few feathers you know. 

R: To get people talking? 

P: Yeah, I did it before. It wasn't as successful this time, apart from that old one that congratulated 

me. 
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R: So you think its fun getting people's attention through doing things like that? 

P: Yeah. 

R: Have you put up personal information such as your location, date of birth and hometown? 

P: Maybe, hold on and I'll look. 

(P does not know if they have this information posted on their profile so has to return to his profile 

to find out). 

(P has their date of birth, religious and political views posted on his profile). 

R: What do you prefer about Facebook seeing that you don't use Bebo or MySpace? 

P: MySpace is like, so last year. Am, I think MySpace is more for bands now, it's all very 

commercialised. 

R: What makes you prefer Facebook then? 

P: It's just more grown up like. 

R: In what way? 

P: Well Bebo is for children. 

R: What aspects of Bebo make you think it's for children? 

P: It's full of 14 year olds. It's badly designed, you can put skins on your page but it's all like 

gaudy and flashy things, like those Tokyo Drifter type stuff. 

R: So you don't think it's a good thing that Bebo allows for personalisation whereas Facebook uses 

a general template? 
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P: No, well in terms of usability it has a set format (Facebook). That's why I get annoyed when 

they change it because you sort of like build a mental model of how it should work so it's the same 

for everything. 

(P mentions that they are going to log off). 

R: You have an instant messenger chat open with a friend, would you usually say goodbye or finish 

the conversation before you log off? 

P: No no, it will still be there, I can reply to her anytime. 

R: So you don't see it as a normal conversation where you usually would say goodbye? 

P: No no, not on Facebook no, it's not a real messenger is it? Well I never think it is, it's not like 

Gmail or anything where people annoyed when you don't say goodbye to them. 

R: How long would you usually stay on for when you login? 

P: Not that long, about 5 or 10 minutes. Well I would leave it logged on but I wouldn't be using it. 

It would be in the background, I'd be using Gmail or I'd be typing away. But I have this program 

called 'Digsby' that lets you log just the messenger in maybe. I can talk to people through Digsby 

messenger which logs me into the Facebook messenger or if somebody has a new update or I get 

sent a mail, it will tell me so I don't need to log in to Facebook all the time. 

R: So you prefer using this program as opposed to checking your Facebook all the time? 

P: Yeah. 

(P then Jogs off). 

END 
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6.7 Appendix G 

THINK ALOUD TRANSCRIPTION - STUDY 2 

Participant 

A 20 year old female, 3rd level student. Advanced user of the Bebo social networking site. 

Duration: Approx 30 Mins. 

Transcription from Bebo Usage and Audio Recording. 

P = Participant R = Researcher 

Start: 

P: Every time I log in and see my photo, I always change it. I have enough of them to do it. 

It takes ages for my page to load up so before I get to check the changes further down the page I 

check the notifications and pending friend requests. I always go into them straight away. I like to 

have them cleared and out of the way, I hate them all building up. 

(P checks through notifications from applications and quizzes sent to her from other users). 

P: I delete them depending on the person who sends them, it depends if I know them that well. I 

take the quizzes and check the notifications sent from my two of my cousins as they are always 

online. I quickly flash over the rest as I usually have most of them done. 

(P sees invite to use a 'Texas Hold Em' application and immediately replies 'No Way' but then 

decides to accept a quiz called 'Your Sense of Humour Out of Five'. P starts to take the quiz but 

before doing so decides to untick a box which if ticked would show the quiz and result as a module 

on her profile). 

P: I do the quiz but I never add it to my page as it takes forever to scroll down your page and it gets 

too full up. 
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R: Does your page getting too clogged up annoy you? 

P: I just don't like it getting so cluttered; I like to keep it simple because when people come on your 

page and see that then they won't stay on your page, I'd never stay on peoples pages if the pages are 

just too full up with applications. 

(P continues to take the Sense of Humour quiz). 

P: I always take the funny ones; I never do the serious ones. 

R: Do you never take the serious ones because you don't see Bebo as a serious thing? 

P: Yeah, well no one is interested in the serious ones, when they do them or you do them yourself, 

nobody seems that bothered. I never send the quiz on to other people to take because they will just 

delete them anyway. If I do send them on, I will just send them to certain people I know. 

(P navigates back to the 'Home' page via the 'home' button located on the top menu bar of the 

Bebo page). 

P: (In relation to the Bebo recommendations to join groups and bands based on friends having done 

so); I never bother looking at the recommendations. You always end up on different pages and it 

takes ages to come back from them. 

R: Would you always check your news feed (friend updates and changes) when you are on the 

home page? 

P: Yeah, just notifications of what everyone is doing, like Facebook really. I don't read certain 

people's updates half the time, when I see their name I just don't bother. Then I end up going back 

and changing the friends I have in my top 50 because it's only these top friends whose updates are 

shown, so if I'm not bothered looking at certain people's updates then I'll change around my top 

friends. There's no point in them being up there if I'm not going to look at them. 

(P finishes checking through news feed on home page). 
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P: When there's nothing more of interest on the home page then I click onto my own profile. One 

of the first things I check on it is how much Bebo luvs I have. 

P: I haven't added any new photos in ages but I still have to change it (profile picture). 

R: Is that something you do a lot, change your profile picture? Does this depend on new photos you 

have added? 

P: I copy pictures from people most of the time because on the homepage I can see what they have 

added. 

R: Is it just one picture you would copy from them or an entire group of pictures? 

P: Yeah, all the time. You can only do it one at a time so I mainly copy the pictures I am in and the 

one's I remember being there when they were taken. 

(P changes own profile picture having copied it from a friend. 

P: I check my page to see if friends have changed their profile pictures, I know if they do this they 

have added new photos which I can copy. 

(P clicks onto a friends profile page). 

P: Oh god, there's a picture of me (on friends page), the state of me in it. Oh no! 

P: This is what I was talking about, when the page is just so full, it takes ages to scroll down it, it's 

so annoying. Everyone seems to have these fact file things on their page but I don't like doing them 

though, they're way too persona altogether. 

(P spends some time browsing through some pictures within a new album uploaded on a friend's 

profile). 
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(P' s friend has a white background skin which makes the links which are white appear invisible, 

however the user still knows where the link should be and so moves the mouse over the area until 

the link becomes highlighted). 

P: I always work my way down the page, skipping down towards the comments on my page. 

R: Would you always reply to every comment? 

P: No, if someone asks me a question or something I would but most of the time it's just someone 

sending me a picture or a random comment. 

(P tries to reply to a comment sent to her profile via the reply link however this takes a while to 

load so the P decides it is quicker to click onto her friend's page and to send the comment from 

there). 

P: I wouldn't know half the things going on with people only when I get to look at their pages. You 

wouldn't be talking to them that much. 

R: Are your friends, people you would see every day or people you have less contact with? 

P: No, I usually visit the pages of the ones I wouldn't see at all really, the ones that have gone to 

college in Dublin and that, just to see what's going on with them really. 

R: Do you not really bother clicking on to the pages of your close friends? 

P: Sometimes I would, it depends if they are on it much, if they are never on it then I wouldn't. I 

never click on to my sister's pages or anything like that. 

(P sends a comment to her friend). 

R: Did you send your friend a Bebo luv with the comment? 

P: Yeah, I mainly only send them to the people who have sent them to me. 
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R: That comment you just sent, was that in reply to a comment sent to you? 

P: Yeah. 

R: Would you ever randomly go on and send a comment to someone who hasn't sent a comment to 

you first? 

P: Yeah, I would. If I haven't seen them in a while I would search for their pages. I would go out of 

my way to find them to send them a comment. 

(P clicks onto another friend's page). 

P: What's this, Oh this must be another way of setting up your page. (In reference to a new method 

Bebo has provided in laying out your profile - this is the first time the P has seen this. 

P: I always read the titles he puts up on his pages (in reference to friends page), he's always 

changing stuff, he changes it all the time. 

(P reads friends status comment on the top of his page, finds it amusing). 

R: Do you find the different layout of that page would affect how you use it? 

P: Yeah, I probably wouldn't read it; I'm only reading this now because I know him. If it was 

anyone else's page I probably wouldn't look at it. Well it's just different I suppose, it's just 

something you would have to get used to. 

P: One of my friends just had her 21 't a while ago so she should have some pictures up. 

(P clicks onto this friend's page through the other friend's page she is already on despite having this 

friends listed as a friend on her own Bebo profile, the P just does this as it is a faster method of 

getting to this persons page). 

(P clicks into the photo album of the 21 't party and begins to look at all the pictures from the 

beginning of the album). 
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R: Do you always use the arrows to scroll from one picture to the next? 

P: Yeah, if I haven't seen any of them before then I would. If I have already seen some of them 

then I would scroll down and directly click on certain pictures especially if I want to copy them. 

R: But you would always click on the arrow, when it's possible to just click anywhere on the 

picture to skip to the next picture? 

P: Can you? I didn't know that. Oh that's so much easier; you don't have to move the cursor all the 

time. You get so used to it; you wouldn't even think there could be a different way. Deadly! 

P: You get bored soon of looking through all the pictures; they're more or Jess the same thing in 

them all. 

R: Would you always spend this much time clicking through pictures or is my presence making you 

feel like you have to spend more time carrying out actions? 

P: No, I always do this when I'm on. 

(P clicks back onto her own profile page after getting tired of looking at so many pictures, and 

clicks on to the profile for the friend she has listed as her 'other half). 

P: I always click on her page, mainly because I have her on my own page as my other half. She's 

on it since I started Bebo. 

R: You have a friend listed as your other half; if you were in a relationship would you take your 

friend down in order to put up a significant other half? 

P: No, I wouldn't. Never. 

R: Would you put up the personal things Bebo suggests, such as relationship status? 

P: No, I wouldn't do that, I wouldn't be bothered and people wouldn't want to know anyway. I try 

not to make it too personal; it's all really for the laugh. 
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R: Is that because you don't want people knowing too much? 

P: Yeah, I don' t like people knowing too much, I keep my page on private. I always check the 

friend requests I get, I don' t like just adding everyone I get requests from. All my friends just add 

everyone because they want loads of friends on they're pages. I don't like strangers seeing my page. 

R: Have you always had your page on private? 

P: No, only in the last few months I have changed it to private. It was annoying; I kept getting 

random comments and stuff saying that they liked my picture. I just thought 'go away' . 

R: And you always thought of those comments as being from real people? 

P: Yeah, some of them because they were personal and they included your name. But other you 

could tell weren't real; they were just pooled and sent to everyone and were just really annoying. 

(P clicks onto another friend's page who is a younger relative). 

P: I always look at her page. She's just unreal, she's just puts everything the real opposite to my 

page. She tells everyone everything about her and it just drives me mad, I just don't get it. It's far 

too personal and this really annoys me, especially when they are younger. It becomes more 

important when they are older. 

R: What age is this contact? 

P: She's about 15 or 16. I think she is in 4m or 5m year. 

R: If she wasn't a relative, would you be concerned about her page? 

P: No, if it was anyone else I'd just be disgusted, but you're just more concerned because it's a 

relative. She just goes a bit too far with all her photos she puts up and everything, it's a bit crazy. 

She always has good videos on her page though so I always look at them. 
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(P copies a video from this friend's page and puts it on her own page; P then clicks into one of her 

groups to check for any changes). 

P: I join some groups on Bebo but the only ones I ever go onto are the ones I have set up myself 

with friends. 

R: You have actually gone and set up some groups yourself then? 

P: Yeah, I have set up two. One for our choir and another for a breakfast club we had in school. I 

never go on them much, just occasionally to see if anyone has left a comment or anything. 

R: So even though you have access to log into these groups, you still don't really do this? 

P: No, unless I want to make some changes or reply back to some comments that have been left. 

(P clicks back to her own page in order to click into the second group she set up). 

P: This is a girl I would have been friendly with in school; I always go onto these friends pages 

when I'm on the group page. There are just some pictures up of all of us that were in the group. 

That girl had a 21st party lately as well. 

(P checks the profile page of this friend in order to see if any new pictures of her 21st party have 

been uploaded, has seen some pictures before so checks the end of the album to see if new pictures 

were added). 

P: She would be one of my top friends on it. 

R: Is that a concern to you, to have your top friends listed as they would be your close friends in 

reality? 

P: Well not in reality, well I don't know really. I'll just check who I have in that first. I do change 

them if they get too out of date. I always have it down to a tee what order they are in. I'm always 

concerned if some people are offended if not in my top friends, because most of my friends would 

be. I always have my other half as number 1, then best friend number 2, then two sisters, I would 

put another sister up there but she's never on it so she wouldn't care. And then I have a cousin and 
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three girls from college. Everyone on each line know each other so they are all listed on levels, then 

it goes down to people I don't talk to that much but I put them there because I'm in the bottom of 

their top friends lists. 

R: How many top friends do you display? 

P: I have 28, and I would have less only that's the least I can have as I want to include all those 

people. I could have more, but I'd only have 5 if I could but then I'd be getting comments asking 

'why aren't I in your top friends' . 

R: Would you change your skin often? 

P: It's hard when you go searching for a skin to find one you like, I usually change it if I see a 

funny one I like on somebody else's page. If it was easier to find a skin I liked through the search 

area then I would change it more often, you just have to go through pages and pages and you get 

sick of that really soon. 

P: I usually change my modules around a lot on my page, I change the layout. 

R: Is there a reason why you do that? 

P: When going through people's pages it gets annoying when there's so much to go through and the 

comments are on the bottom of all this so I put mine at the top so people will stay on my page. 

R: Is that a concern to you that people will stay on your page? 

P: Yeah, I'd like to think that it would be interesting enough for whoever is going to be on it. 

R: Earlier you said you always checked the amount of Bebo 'luvs' you have, is there competition 

amongst friends to have the most? 

P: Oh yeah, crazy! Yeah, we always check each other's pages. I wouldn't do it that much though as 

my friends are on it way more than I am. I would be though if I could but I'm not on it that much 

since our broadband is broken. 
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R: How often would you be on Bebo if broadband wasn't a problem? 

P: I'd be on it at least once a day. When I come home from college, so I'd be on it for an hour 

straight after logging on but I'd leave it open while I have other windows open on the Internet going 

to and from it, but I'd be on it for a good while. 

R: What about the profile views? Do you think there's a competition to have the most for them as 

well? 

P: Well not really, unless it's really low, people will look at it, but once it' s near enough to ten 

thousand people don't really mind. But people would think you were some sort of weirdo if you had 

only about a hundred views when you' re on it for months. It just shows you' re not on it that often, 

that's all. 

P: I'm just clicking on a girl in my top friends to find more of my friends through her page. 

R: Are you friends with these contacts on your on Bebo? 

P: I am yeah, but I don ' t have them in my top friends where as my other friend does so it's easier to 

just find them there on her page. 

(P clicks on the profile of an acquaintance that is on another friend's page). 

P: I actually hate this girl, but I always check her page though. She's friends with all my friends, 

but I just cannot stand her. She's actually part of the reason why I put my page to private; I removed 

her as a friend because I dislike her that much, I just never liked her for years. So I set my page to 

private as well because of her, so when she tries to look at my page she will see that I have removed 

her on purpose and blocked my page so she wouldn't be able to see it. She's addicted to Bebo 

though, she's always on it and she likes people to see that she's on it all the time as she's forever 

changing her page, and this gets annoying; it's so childish. 

R: So why did you decide to eventually remove her as a friend? 
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P: Yeah I didn't have her on it years ago but she was friends with some of my friends, so I was just 

friendly with her and when you're in school together you have to pass her off. But when we all went 

to college that was it, I was allowed to remove her. 

R: Are you concerned with the identity you create through what you do on Bebo? 

P: Yeah, like if you take the quizzes such as 'How Blonde are You?' people are just going to think 

of you as a blonde bimbo. I don't do certain quizzes because of that though because generally you 

do think things based upon what people do on Bebo. Like if you went onto that page belonging to 

my relative, like what would you think! I am very wary of that and the impression I give off. People 

just do it; they don't even mean to, they just make judgements without even realising. 

(P tells the researcher she has received a text message from a friend saying 'I can' t believe you are 

on Bebo!'). (Friend was aware the P had no Internet access for a long time and was surprised to see 

she was online). 

(P is surprised when she notices that she has been on Bebo for a long time). 

P: I'm on an hour, I didn't even realise. 

(P clicks on a profile for another friend) . 

P: Things change so quickly on profiles though after setting it up. This girl isn't a member all that 

long and she has picked it up very fast. She only joined it a few months ago but has completely 

copped on to the way of doing things, like writing in italics and the little hearts and she knows the 

way to do everything. It's crazy, she's not even on it 2 months and she has 225 'luvs' . She wouldn't 

even be that good using computers but she has definitely copped on to it, she must be on it a lot. 

R: Do you upload pictures that often? 

P: Yeah, I upload photos a lot. When I'd go on nights out I would upload the photos the very next 

day to clear the card in my camera. I'd get them all up and out of the way. People would always be 

nagging you to put them up anyway. 
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R: Do you think putting up pictures of nights out helps to make you appear quite popular and 

sociable? 

P: Yeah, I would. That's exactly what people think of you when they see all those photos up. 

(P clicks on to her sister's profile in order to find her other sister). 

P: I'd normally look at her page, if she has photos up then I'd usually be in them. Not so much for 

my younger sister as I would know if she had been on Bebo or not. 

(P clicks on the profile page for her aunt and is amused by the details put up on the page as it is kept 

light hearted). 

P: Funny pages are the best; I don't bother with the serious ones. 

(P changed the skin for her own profile page). 

P: I never usually change the information in my profile unless there is something to be directly 

changed. 

R: Are you concerned about keeping your page up to date? 

P: Yeah, I don't like having it too out of date. Especially the 'update status' section, that's 

completely out of date now; it's been 7 weeks since I changed it. 

(P writes a new status update on her page). 

P: When I'm more or less finished on Bebo, I usually go back to the home page just to check if 

anything new has happened in the meantime. 

R: Do you ever click on the sections in the menu such as 'explore' and 'TV' etc.? 

P: No I never use that, I don't think I've ever once even touched that section or gone near that. 
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R: Do you always log off or just close the window? Are you concerned about someone else using 

the same computer being able to see your page? 

P: No because I usually just tum off the computer after me but when I'm in work I'll always log out 

as the others will be using the computer as well. 

P: That's more or less everything I do then. 

(P exits out of Bebo) 

END 
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6.8 Appendix H 

TffiNK ALOUD TRANSCRIPTION - STUDY 3 (PILOT) 

Participant: 34 year old male, intermediate user of the Facebook social networking site. 

Analysis 

The user' s first priority was to check the notifications tab as it was displaying two new 

unread notifications. One notification was disregarded, the second was a request to take a 

quiz by a friend, and the user looked at the quiz briefly but decided then to ignore it. 

The user then proceeded to check if any friend contacts were online in the IM section, one 

contact was online, however the user chose not to chat to this contact. 

Following this, the user then navigated to the information box on the top right of the screen 

which was displaying information in regard to requests from other users. Upon looking at 

the requests, the user decided to ignore each request as they did not interest him. 

The user then proceeded to scroll down through the 'news feed ' on the main home page and 

commented that if a friend had posted pictures including pictures of other friends, he would 

be inclined to look at these pictures. 

The user began looking for the 'page up' button on the researchers laptop as it was in a 

different place to the users own laptop and this is how he would normally navigate up and 

down the page. 

It was mentioned that the user will sometimes decide to comment back on the status 

updates posted by friends. 

The user then remembered he had an outstanding move in a game of lexulous (similar to 

scrabble) and clicked into this game from the bottom navigation bar, the user then made his 
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move but also commented that the game had been on-going with his opponent who was a 

friend contact for almost four weeks. 

The user mentioned that he occasionally clicks on advertisements that appear interesting 

but upon reading them he soon finds them to not be useful and closes them. The user did 

not click on any advertisements during this pilot study. 

The user then decided to click on the 'friends' button on the top navigation bar in order to 

scroll through his friends (there are other ways of doing this), user scrolled through friends 

then clicked on the profile for one particular friend. Upon the researcher questioning why 

the user uses this method to find a friend, he replied; "It is the only way I know how". 

Having clicked into the profile of a friend, the user will then follow the actions or 'recent 

activities' of this user by clicking on the links posted for these activities. The user 

mentioned that they would occasionally leave a comment if they felt like it. 

After all these main priorities were carried out, the user then decided to click on the 'home' 

button to return to the main page once again and continue to browse in an unorganised 

fashion. 

The user mentioned to the researcher that they have an acquaintance on their Facebook who 

they are not friends with, however is afraid to delete this person from their friends list in 

fear that this other person would know they have done so and thus would have a fear of 

'looking bad'. 

The user then randomly decided to write a status update via the homepage, and then finally 

clicks on his profile page before logging off. The user navigates to his page by clicking his 

name next to the log off button on the top right of the page and mentions that they prefer 

clicking this as it seems more personal than just clicking on the 'profile' button and thus 

finds this preferred method as a way of getting to 'my own page'. 
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Just as the user is about to leave the page, a notification pops up informing the user that a 

friend has made a comment on their status message. The user decides to check this by 

clicking the link provided on the notification. 

The user then decided to reply back to this comment left by the friend contact, however 

states that they would have to think of 'something funny' to write back. When asked by the 

researcher why this is necessary, the participant replied back stating that the friend who left 

the comment has a good sense of humour and is a funny person. The user stated that they 

see Facebook as a light-hearted website. 

The user then claims that if they ever felt like joining an application or group that would be 

considered taboo for example, the user would be conscious of this and would then decide 

not to join for this reason. 

Despite having previously mentioned that he sees Facebook as a light-hearted website and 

uses it with a humorous approach, the user then surprisingly mentions that he would be 

wary of posting too much "life details" on the page as some users can become obsessive 

and can go overboard. 

Probes and Questions Used 

Why have you decided to use that method as opposed to other methods for doing the same 

task? 

Are those your main priorities when using the website? 

Are you conscious of your interactions creating a perception of you? 

Why have you chosen to click on your own profile lastly? 

Issues Raised 

In using the researcher's laptop the user was slightly confused as to the location of some of 

the common buttons they use when navigating the website. (Delete and Home buttons). 

The use of a different web browser (Mozilla Firefox) as opposed to the normal Internet 

Explorer did not pose any problems for the user. 
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