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Abstract

This thesis is about digital social networks and associated media in the
lives of young, primarily middle class, people. It based on a qualitative
study - using interviews, focus groups and participant observation - of
university undergraduates in the United Kingdom and Australia. The
study traces how, between 2005 and 2008, these students utilise what |
term, ‘social media’ to manage their social lives. My analysis of the data
draws attention to the participatory nature of the technology, and
characterises how such resources have become 'everyday' and are seen
as essential hubs of information. In utilising theoretical perspectives
deriving principally from Mead (1934) and Goffman (1963), I argue that
the users of social media always seek to reproduce a sense of self and
associated relationships that are bound to their real and established
connections with others. In this context, the defining principles of social
situations rest on what I describe as ‘profile presence’ and ‘presence
techniques’, where social actions that primarily occur in ‘online’ settings
across the web, are seen as genuine acts and have real consequences.
This differs from previous work on mediated interactions and identity
that have focused on ‘cyberspace’ and ‘fantasy’. I argue that social action
relates to the synthesis of identity and constructive elements of the self
across social media, as these are always anchored in networks and
authentic associations with others. 1 conclude by suggesting that there is
a seriously social sensibility that forms the basis for these relationships
and is centred on concern to be always connected and aware of social

action across social media.
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For my father, Michael Hardey



‘If you make sure you're connected,

The writing's on the wall.’

(Stereo MCs, Connected, 1992)
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- Introduction -

Making the Connection

This thesis is about the digital social networks and associated media in the
lives of young, primarily, middle class! people. It is a qualitative study, using
interviews, focus groups and participant observation, of students in England
and Australia and their use of, what I will term, ‘social media’ between 2005
and 2008. Initially the study set out to explore the role of digital
technologies in the transition from home-based social and familial networks
to new university-based networks. However, the study coincided with
emergence of various new — and what are sometimes termed - Web 2.0
technologies. Prime amongst these are social networking sites (SNSs), which
were taken up with great gusto by the young people participating in the
study. As such, the research has changed approach to a real-time
ethnography of the mainstreaming of Web 2.0 technologies into the everyday
lives of university undergraduate students, who have grown up in the
Information Age, as they seek to manage the transition of their lives away
from ‘home’. To illustrate how these new technologies, and the ones that
preceded them, become embedded in the early transition to adult life
amongst the middle classes, [ begin in a perhaps unconventional manner by
presenting three brief vignettes. These are designed to encapsulate the
transition from home to university in the lives of students over the last three

decades, and the role that communication technologies have played.

1 Whilst I recognise that ‘middle class’ is not a fixed category, I use this term to refer the
lifestyles, habits and consumption patterns of relatively young consumers who have grown up
in the Information Age and will follow careers based on a university education.

1



Figure 1.i 1980s technology image?

1987 Lisa

Lisa’s father was a doctor and had wanted her to ‘follow in his footsteps’ but
she was more interested in art at school. Fortunately her younger brother
liked science and was all set to send off his UCCA forms for medical school
next year. Her mother took care of the house and acted as an unpaid
secretary for her GP husband. Lisa had scraped into the local Grammar
'school and despite some parental pressure to take a psychology degree she
had just started her literature course at a ‘red brick’ university in the North
some hours away from the family home in the South. Although she gota
grant, her parents had to ‘contribute’ which made her feel a little

uncomfortable.

University was an attempt to break from home and the friends she had at
school who were scattered across various universities and polytechnics. The
flat she shared on the campus with other students mostly doing humanities
had a pay phone in the lobby, which was always busy on Sunday with ‘duty’
calls to parents. They had a TV in the kitchen/living area where people
gathered to see the television soap Neighbours in the late afternoon. Lisa

had Kylie's single on a tape that her brother had made up for her.

2 Image retrieved from: http://images.google.co.uk/images?um=1&hl=en&client=firefox-
a&ris=org.mozilla%3Aen-US%3Aofficial&q=girl+walkman&btnG=Search+Images
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Social life centred around the Student Union (SU) and especially the large
campus bar. Lisa’s flat had a large pin board that flatmates used to leave
messages on such as ‘see you in the bar at seven’. It was also used
sometimes to leave phone messages but Paul who had the room nearest to
the phone tended to ‘take it off the hook’ if he was sleeping or working as he
claimed the ring was distracting. This made it difficult to use and sometimes
Lisa would go across the campus to see if one of the public phones was
working to make calls that she did not want to be too open to others. It had
also annoyed Lisa’s mother who had tried to call her to see if she was
‘alright’ after the hurricane had caused havoc in the South in October. ‘You
are so out of touch dear’, was a constant theme from her parents when she

went home and would result in Lisa’s promises ‘to write’.

However, for Lisa escaping the parental gaze was not necessarily a problem.
In term time she lost touch with her school friends although catching up in
the holidays was fun. A couple of her ‘best friends’ kept up a sporadic
exchange of letters but this was not helped by the uncertainties of the
campus mail system that deposited letters in a mass of pigeonholes that

were turned over by anyone passing by.

Clubs were important to Lisa’s social life and the regular meetings usually
ended up in a sociable visit to the campus bar. Being some distance from the
city Lisa, like other first years living on the campus, rarely strayed into
‘town’. Term time life had settled down into a routine as her ‘group’ would
commonly meet in the Students Union several nights a week usually around
8pm. Lisa liked the sense that she knew there would be friends there
without having to take time to try and call people and put up with the
vagaries of other students leaving notes if they happened not to answer the
phone. The library was also a social place as books and even journals
figured heavily on the reading list. Irritatingly, some lecturers did not
include the class mark of books, which meant time spent either running
through index cards or the tricky to use ‘electronic catalogue’. Lisa and one

3



other flatmate had a computer in their room and unlike most others on her
course she printed out her essays. Some students used the student
computer rooms but these were hard to get space in and, anyway, tended to
be full of ‘techie boys’ playing something called Dungeons and Dragons or

trapped in MUDs (Multi-User Dungeon, Domain or Dimension).

At university Lisa had an on/off boyfriend in Computer Science who tried to
introduce Dungeons and Dragons to her as well as something called ‘email’
which he thought would ‘take over the world’. She kept meaning to take a
picture of him to share with her friends back home as he looked a little like a
scruffy Harrison Ford, but she never remembered to bring her camera from
home. Plus he and his mates were spending far too much time with their
Nintendo video game when not involved in drinking games in the bar. Or

was it Sega?

It was in the SU bar where Lisa and her boyfriend had met and where they
would continue to meet up and be introduced to each other’s friends. He was
in a shared house in town with no phone or phone box close by. This meant
that communication was unreliable so dates were arranged in advance, but
Lisa liked not being at his beck and call and enjoyed listening to her new

Sony Walkman when she went into town to meet him.



Figure 1.ii 1990s technology image3

1997 Jennifer

Jennifer’s first day was taken up with formal meetings, incidental
introductions and trying to come to terms with the functionality of her new
mobile phone that had been foisted onto her by her parents. Now the first of
her ‘at home’ friends to have a mobile she had spent most of that initial
morning somewhat laboriously putting everyone’s number into her handset.
She now had the ability to call anyone she wanted at any time; a rather
marvellous scenario if any of her friends were in and available to be talked
to, but conversations had been limited by their parents’ command of the
household landline, as well as the cost (a lot) of mobile calling, to add to that,
the signal and battery life of the ‘thing’ were less than reliable and

functionality was at a rather impractical ‘poor show’ level.

When Jennifer opened the door to her new flat and equally new and
unknown flatmates she had felt daunted at the prospect of living with 11
other strangers. Meeting the other students on her courses she felt equally
daunted, but relieved that someone she had identified as being ‘like herself’
was holding, with some determination, their (what had to be new) mobile

phone. Immediately she had felt a connection (although not a voice to voice

3 Image retrieved from: http://www.inmagine.com/




over the mobile one) and it seemed that the other girl also acknowledged
this; smiling and calling out ‘oh so your olds got you one too!” It turned out
that Eve had a similar ‘parenty’ and over-protective background. This was
rooted in the ‘usual’ parent ‘what if’s’, from a ‘fear of the unknown’, that was
directed more toward Jennifer and Eve, rather than from their own
concerns. This had resulted in the over-protective measures that came in
the form of the, at times, quite welcome and desirable ‘dad’ taxi services, and

the most recent of ‘good’ parenting accompaniments, the mobile phone.

It was with joy that evening that, when sat by herself in her new university
room, Jennifer received her first text; ‘hi this is Eve I'm in the car drink?’
Jennifer’s response ‘in the car?’ was immediately replied by ‘sorry meant
“bar” still getting used to texting!” Smiling, Jennifer reached for her keys and
purse and left in pursuit of new friends and liquid refreshment. Her new
mobile (much to the annoyance of her mother’s anxious calls that evening)

was left in her room, communicating (or rather not) with itself.

Fresher’s Week ran like a blur, and in very quick succession the first term
came to an end. What had remained as a ‘thing’ in her room, an
undiscovered and unused piece of technology, was now firmly wedged into
both Jennifer’s and Eve’s daily communicative routines. ‘Keys, money,
phone!” was the mantra that Jennifer uttered under her breath as she left her
accommodation before going anywhere, lest she miss that important call!
Where once she had been happy to leave ‘that thing’ burning its own battery
power, waiting for a call that was not from family and consisting of very
stunted conversations about ‘are you eating alright’ (her mother) and ‘you

alright for money?’ (Her father), Jennifer now would not be without it.

The numbers from new friends had filled her phone book, and many of them
had been for mobiles too, so no more ringing of landlines and the
humiliating protocols with friends’ parents in order to speak to that chosen

someone. Plus texting was beginning to become an addiction. Everyone



was texting in their droves and during lectures, silly things, smiley faces etc.
Plus this method of communicating was so much cheaper than calling and
seemed to go under the radar of the lecturers too! Also Jennifer’s new
boyfriend was a ‘bit useless’, as he had been described, at talking on the
phone, so the texts between them were a nice way to maintain an informal

and relaxed contact.

Besides her mobile phone, Jennifer’s friends from home had discovered IM
(Instant Messenger) and email and Jennifer and her peers were taking full
advantage of the universities’ free and 24-hour access to the computer labs.
More often full to bursting with overseas students and ‘nerds’, Jennifer
found herself surrounded by her friends and flat-mates all keen to access
their Hotmail and IM accounts. ‘IM has changed my life!’ declared her

flatmate Ben one day.

Eve’s own observation on the last night of term (hastily arranged via text)
that ‘It was a good job my parents haven’t bought me my own computer, or I
would never be offline’ captured perfectly the ‘sad’ and ‘nerdy’ life that could
come from computer ownership. Jennifer acknowledged that she would be
on IM all the time if that were the case, ‘when I visit home I am logged in
always! Thank goodness for dad’s work computer, although it does keep

throwing me off the Internet every 30 minutes’.

At home for Christmas, Jennifer found that her reliance on her mobile was a
source of amusement to her family. Her mother claimed that her daughter
had morphed into an extension of ‘that aerial’ and was left speculating
whether it was so ‘healthy’ to be so connected. The phone it seemed was
never invited for dinner, nor allowed to interrupt ‘family time’. Jennifer
found that she got round most of this through text, a skill and
communication action that her parents seemed not to understand. If
Jennifer’s mobile was not physically ringing and attached to the side of her

head it seemed, at least for the time being, that she could get away with a



little textual communication. Even under the dinner table, a new (and more
than useful, nay essential) skill that had just been acquired. She was getting
quite good at the ‘drunkard’ text too, to her boyfriend when inevitably one
or other would send ‘X’ for ‘goodnight’ before falling asleep beside the

phone. Constantly attached to their communications.

Figure 1.iii 2000s technology image*

facehook  Home Pprofile

Add Penny as a friend
View Photos of Penny (430)
View Videns of Penny (1)
Send Penny a Message

Poke Penny

2007 Penny

‘Penny is: ‘in the car on my way home, willing my mother to have

made pancakes for brunch”

This was the first of what would be many updates via Twitter and Penny’s
Facebook account, depending on which was responding most quickly to her
mobile phone. Something she had not counted on when she first started
using Facebook was how damned addictive and totally compulsive these
social media were! Being away from her laptop, or mobile for more than a

moment, usually bought Penny out in a cold sweat, and if she was not the

4 Image reproduced from public listing on Facebook
http://www.facebook.com/home.php?src=ffth#/s.php?init=q&q=penny&ref
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one sweating then you can be sure that as soon as she re-connected herself
in her various digital forms there would be hell to pay as others had sweated

in her absence.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ Michael had accusingly posted on her wall
on Facebook when she had gone ‘AWOL’ for an afternoon in the pub.
Apparently, ‘Penny is: ‘In the pub” as a status update was not justification
enough for having ignored Michael’s, and the rest of her social world’s,
demands upon her for one afternoon. Ironic when you consider that she
was out with another group of friends being very ‘social’ and not at all

AWOL.

The dial tone calling home dragged on for ages. In fact this was the second
time that Penny had attempted to get in touch with her parents. As usual
mum was failing to answer her mobile and texts, and dad just had his
switched to ‘off’ more often than being ‘on’. Such disconnection from her
parents could mean a number of things; in the first instance they were both
out having a marvellous time somewhere and too busy to be attached to
such ‘trite’ and ‘unimportant’ devices of communication as her mother had
described them. Or more likely, in her mother’s case, her mobile was at the
bottom of a very weighty and rather fabulous handbag so that its chances of
escape and to be heard were next to none, and that her father had (once
again) left his mobile to run down to no charge, testing both Penny’s and

Nokia’s patience in terms of reliable communication mechanisms.

As exciting as her parents’ lives were, scenario number two was bound to be
the case. There was absolutely no point in messaging their Facebook
accounts either as the pair failed to login regularly enough to make this a
worthwhile point of contact. Still it was nice to see that mum had
reacquainted herself with some previously ‘lost’ friends and that her father

was now a member of the ‘We Love Kylie’s Bottom Club’, sometimes there



really was too much information. Nothing that went without the notice of

feeds on Facebook.

Penny’s apprehensions about getting in touch with her parents were
outweighed by the excitement she felt returning from her interview and
introduction to York University. So it seemed that the groups that she had
joined on Facebook were not misplaced in their assessment of York as
‘small, with ducks and that’s wHy we love it!’ And the campus pictures that
she had downloaded off Flickr did show it to be true to it's 1960s
concretised and mostly ‘glorious’ form. This, together with the ‘space age’
main hall, had stuck in Penny’s mind as she left the campus, her fingers
frantically texting on her mobile. Still the Department was more than nice,
and it was a relief to finally meet up with Amanda whom she had found via
one of the York University groups on Facebook, and was going to be doing
the same course as herself in September. They both shared a retro passion
for TakeThat too, something they had both posted on their Facebook

Profiles and bonded over.

By the time Penny had driven the 1.5 hours journey time home, she was
feeling more than restless to ‘just’ check her Facebook account, to see how
her other friends had got on over the weekend with their various visits to
universities and time away from the home village. Fortunate enough to have
access to the Internet via her mobile, which many of her friends were not,
the journey back was one of the few occasions that she could recollect being
out of touch, and disconnected for so long a period. Her best friend Racquel
was bearing up less well falling foul of the relentless urge to send a constant
stream of texts in order to placate her time away from her laptop and
Facebook. “‘Whaaaaaaaazzzzzzuppppppp?’ had been her latest text.
Clearly the girl was in need of some retail, and Facebook, therapy, Penny
perceived, as she mentally noted to ‘SuperPoke’ Amanda via Facebook when

she got home.
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On her return both parents were cruising through the papers, pancakes
were indeed on the menu and yes both mobiles had been switched to ‘off or
‘lost’ modes as neither parent was particularly concerned about being ‘out of
the loop’ for more than hours at a time. Thankfully the broadband was on,
so Penny was able to glean in quick succession from her Facebook

NewsFeed:

Figure l.ivimage of Facebook NewsFeed®

News Feed

§§§ Raguel Sampson posted on your wall,

WY yo R s, vou have no idea.  how are v
beautifai s

See Wall~to-Wall

& Avraham Caliahan is in full effect

Ta Ashley Sculley added new photos.

Lost in Tahoe Gt
Location: Tahoe and lots of casinos

Ty Updated: 6 of your fricnds changed their profile pictures.

Good, then [ haven’t missed too much, Penny reasoned, as she tucked into

stacked pancakes and hot coffee.

A common theme to the lives of Lisa, Jennifer and Penny is that they are
centred on connections with others and the accumulation of new social

networks at university that are managed by various technologies. As the

5 Image reproduced from Electronic Privacy Centre retrieved from,
http://epic.org/privacy/facebook/newsfeed example.png
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range of devices and media resources have increased in the past three
decades, such social ‘connectedness’ is also about the dilemmas of being
disconnected. As a university student Penny’s concerns are centred on the
constant awareness of friends who, like Samantha, are equally attentive to
the same social actions and technologies. In contrast to Penny’s short sketch,
to be able to write this introduction I have sought to isolate myself from the
connectivity that is a characteristic of these students’ lives. [ have had to
deliberately disconnect, and distance myself from my own social networks
and attention to friend’s actions. This includes the setting of an automatic
‘out of office’ reply message for my email, logging out of Facebook and
switching my mobile phone to ‘silent’, in order to ensure no interruptions or
distractions. These kinds of social processes form an important dimension
to everyday social actions, and are characteristic of a ‘seriously social’

sensibility in the lives of young people today.

On one level this research confirms how social technologies have long
shaped human relationships, which in turn have also influenced the
development of other resources. Indeed, since the beginning of the twentieth
century this has been characterised by a concern about the deterioration of
social relationships and a ‘loss of community’ as a consequence of rapid
industrialisation and urban industrial growth (e.g. Ténnies, [1887] (1957);
Durkheim, [1893] (1933)). The invention of the first electric communication
technologies, such as the telegraph (Standage, 1999), and the telephone
(Fischer, 1992) allowed for new forms of mediated contact, which could take
place at a distance and in synchronous real time. More recently the
development of the interneté as a communication medium has been

celebrated by some influential commentators as a new ‘communications

§ Woolgar (2002) in his book Virtual Society?, gives a, ‘special significance’ to the use of
‘internet’ with a lowercase spelling in order to emphasise ‘our increasing familiarity’ (2002:
12) with the technology. This familiarity is reinforced and acknowledged in this study with the
spelling in the same style. The use of the word ‘web’(from now on) to indicate the World Wide
Web will also be treated in the same way.

12



revolution’ (e.g. Rheingold, 1993). In the 1990s it was suggested that the use
of the World Wide Web on the internet promoted new relationships that
recaptured a sense of previously ‘lost’ communities (e.g. Wellman, 1999;
Putnam, 2000). For others, however, such technology was regarded as

further evidence of a ‘social fragmentation’ (e.g. Stoll, 1995).

Today the internet is navigated as part of a ‘web 2.0, which is distinct from
the 1990s ‘web 1.0’ ‘cyberspace’ (Turkle, 1995). Some of the most popular
sites are Social Networking Sites (SNSs), which link together known
networks of friends. Whilst all SNSs are unique in terms of ‘look’ and
content, they have been broadly defined as a ‘web-based service’ that allows

individuals to,

‘(1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded
system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a
connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and

those made by others within the system’ (boyd?” and Ellison, 2007).

Since 2005 with the launch of the American based SNS, Facebook, in April
there has been a rapid rise in popularity and the daily use of such resources
amongst university students. Today the site is ‘open’ to anyone with a valid
email account, however when the site was first launched, membership was
restricted to Harvard university students in the United States, and then
opened up to other international universities in Europe and Asia Pacific. This
study analyses the growing influence of Facebook amongst students at two
universities, based in the United Kingdom and Australia. A full explanation of

Facebook’s development is outlined in Chapter Three.

7 The researcher ‘danah boyd’ has legally changed the spelling of her name. It is written
without capitalisation for ‘aesthetic appreciation’. Please refer to boyd’s own explanation
about her decision, http://www.danah.org/name.htmnl
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This research is at the forefront of what Wellman (2004) and others have
suggested is an emerging, ‘socially networked-connected’ culture (e.g.
Wellman et al, 2008, Hogan, 2007a; 2007b). The choice of the title ‘Seriously
Social’ is to signify the speed and scale of the diffusion of SNSs since 2005, as
they have merged to become a part of everyday sociability for students like
Penny. Alongside these developments, the new possibilities for social
connections that have emerged have created new demands about how to
manage networks and maintain friendships. At the same time as Penny I was
also one of the initial users of Facebook and, like other students, faced similar
dilemmas about how to set up and use SNSs. In June 2007 I set up a blog
called ‘Practising a Proper Social Demeanour: A Guide To Facebook Etiquette’.
My intention was to write about the possibilities of new social rules as they
took hold in the lives of my friends and myself, and as this research
developed. The blog is included as material for this study and runs parallel
to the analysis drawing on the discussions of friends and other readers and
commentators to the blog.8 From the blog I have included my first posting®

as an appropriate way to frame the research (see overleaf),

8 The inclusion of the blog is central to this research, where it is a consequence of the technology that the
individual has to participate and ‘feel’ what it is like to use the same media. These ideas are discussed in
more detail in the Chapter Four methodology.

9 http://properfacebooketiquette.blogspot.com/2007/06/introduction-to-guide-for-
facebook.html!
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Practising a Proper Social Demeanour: A Guide To Facebook Etiquette

New rules for surviving the digitally connected world.

Tuesday, 12th June, 2007

Welcome to what I foresee as the Guide to Proper Facebook Etiquette.

Like you, I'm already used to my ‘offline’ social rituals and reciprocated
ceremonies of communication. Moving these ‘online’ was led by the
chatrooms, and ‘cyber’ encounters of the 1990s. But recently I have started
to use the Social Networking Site (SNS), Facebook. This feels at once an
unfamiliar social territory, and yet contains elements that I recognise from
my everyday social interactions. This guide is intended to provide space for
the reflection of the concerns, dilemmas and encounters when using
Facebook as they occur in my life and yours. This includes how we display

ourselves to friends and express a passing wave of a ‘hello’ across SNSs.

So a new etiquette?, away from the image of afternoon tea, doilies, grand
balls, hoisted pinkies and stilted conversation, and as a new set of social

protocols that can be matched to our new social settings.

By using Facebook I (like you) share a constant connection to friends, which
must be managed in the right way to maintain the relationship, or we risk
losing our social face across a whole network of connections. Here

questions arise such as: ‘When does one reply to a Facebook message?’
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‘What kind of social information should one include, or not include on a
Profile Page?’ ‘What is a Facebook poke, and how should one respond if you

receive one?’ ‘What is the best way to manage an unflattering tagged

picture?’ And so on and so forth.

As the first users of Facebook, we are finding out for ourselves the
appropriate types of social behaviour and social etiquette to bring our
friends together. As a natural progression from the slow technology we
used in the 1990s to stay in touch, now is not the time to email, but to
actually see and take part in what our friends are up to as it happens in the
moment. At this stage Facebook represents how we are being bought closer
together and drawn into our social networks, and yet at the same time this
comes with its own social pitfalls, where we seek to re-establish our social
boundaries, and niceties, across such new spaces. Today, we are the new
users of Facebook and ‘pioneers’ of a social media. As part of a young
generation who have grown up with technology in the past we have been
characterised as ‘shallow’, ‘apathetic’ and with a short attention span... Part

of an ‘MTV generation’.

Instead, this guide is to show how interactions evolve as part of highly

engaged, sophisticated and personalised networks of links.

Does this mean that the social courtesy held in such high acclaim has been

replaced, or simply abandoned?

With a little help from You and my Facebook friends it is time to find out...

Please note that You, the reader of this blog are encouraged to comment and

send questions. I shall endeavour to include these and respond in future

posts.
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Penny could be a reader of my blog, where we share concerns about how to
manage our friendship connections across Facebook. For the students that
are included in this study, Facebook is now seen as an essential way to
maintain and facilitate relationships. Interactions and relations are seen to
move relatively seamlessly across previous online and offline ‘domains’. It
should also be noted that since 2005 there has been an increase in the use of
other web-based resources that I classify in Chapter Three as various forms
of ‘social media’, which promote a participatory sociability based on the
visibility of known social networks. This work is distinct from the image of
the materially alone ‘nerd’ or ‘geeky’ user whose interactions are dominated
by the computer screen. This image typified the email driven
communication of the 1990s, where students like Jennifer had to rely on the
access to university computer labs for a reliable web connection, or send
texts via a mobile phone to arrange their social activities. An important
dimension to the research is that it is of-the-moment and has evolved at the
same time and at the same pace as technologies through which interactions
have been observed and participated. There is a possible limitation here
with the range and scope of the study, where writing today (October, 2008)
the data is already going ‘out of date’ and by the time of publication may
constitute a ‘social history’. However, the data represents a significant
turning point in the progress of communication. In addition there are also
clear implications for the ways in which social research can and should be
carried out in the future (e.g. Olsson, 2000; Mika, 2005; McCarty et al, 2007;
Robinson, 2007). Thus, the focus of the research is on the openings and
introductions with the others, where shared encounters uncover a new set of

social protocols that are essential for everyday sociability.
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1.1 Thesis structure

The thesis is composed of eight chapters, including this Introduction.

Chapter Two: Young People’s Socialisation of ICT Media from the 1980s to
the 2000s

I begin this chapter with the age-based construct of generations to explain
the main social characteristics of the young people included in the research.
This group are framed within other identified generations, such as the ‘Baby
Boomers'’, ‘Generation X’ and ‘Generation Y’. The main body of the chapter is
largely descriptive to give an overview of the role of ICT media in the
socialisation of these young people as they were growing up during the

1980s and 1990s.

Chapter Three: Social Media in the Age of Web 2.0

This chapter is composed of two parts. Part I provides an overview of the
‘second era’ of the internet which has been identified as a ‘Web 2.0’. This
examines the context of Web 2.0 as the main domain for SNSs and provides a
description of the main web-based resources to which the students in this
study have access. In the next section, the focus is on the role of the user as a
‘participant’ and ‘contributor’ to web-based resources. This is framed by my
definition of ‘social media’, which is characterised by the perceived
‘openness’ of the technology, and the control and ownership of data. 1 also
provide a brief background to the three main SNSs that are characterised by
their use by young people, and pay particular attention to the extension and
accumulation of social information on the web. Before the second part of the
chapter is an, ‘informal’ ‘Guide to Facebook’ to understand the affordances
that have shaped how this site has been used and developed during the
course of the research. Part Il of this chapter engages with the necessary
background literature of cyberspace which is framed by the

conceptualisation of identity. With particular reference to both the work of
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Goffman (1963) and Mead (1934) the ‘stable’ but ‘emergent’ identities that I
describe in the analysis are framed by the crossing from online and offline

dualities to a more sophisticated social sensibility.

Chapter Four: The Methodological Approach

This chapter provides an opportunity to pause and reflect on the three-year
period of the research, and to explore how the data fits within established
research practices. This includes 103 semi-structured interviews and a total
of 12 focus groups with 57 participants that were conducted at two data
collection sites at the universities of Melbourne and York. The main
discussion is framed by my role as an ethnographer within a new SNS
setting. Here I note how the emergence of social media resources has also
been accompanied by a shift in the methodological approaches and
systematic recording of data by social scientists. [ argue that the research
dynamic allowed for me to be an integral part of the networks of the students
that [ was observing. Here the openness and visibility of my role as an
ethnographer was intended to accentuate the different modes of interaction
and sociability in our lives, where [ could be everything from a ‘participant’,
to another student ‘friend’, or just an ‘observer’ in the field. [ suggest that
there are new challenges in the wake of such new technologies that have

shifted the context of the research setting and role of the researcher.

Chapter Five: The Start of Social Relations on Facebook

This is the first of three analysis chapters. The discussion begins by detailing
the structure of Facebook when the students first joined in 2005. From the
data I identify four emergent stages. The first encouragement, relates to the
students links to their friends as an important ‘pull’ to join Facebook. The
second collaboration describes the continual awareness of the student’s
friends where they had to first organise their networks. The third

reciprocation, explores in more detail the types of social interaction that
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takes place during the initial ‘friending’ process. The final stage is
reinforcement where individuals look for confirmation, or rejection of a
shared relationship on Facebook. These four stages are shown to coalesce to
encourage friends to share the same social space and corresponding

encounters.

Chapter Six: A Facebook Profile Presence

In this chapter I develop the notion of a ‘profile presence’, which is based on
the display of personal information from a Profile Page on a SNS. The profile
presence draws on Mead'’s (1934) work on the self and is underpinned by
three interlocking elements. The first element draws on the construct of the
self that must always be anchored in the real. The emphasis is on the
continuity and extension of the processes of identity as recognised traits of
the individual. The analysis focuses on how these are reproduced as part of a
reflexive engagement with known others. The second element is about the
display of a brand image. Here the symbolic reproduction of self-image is
cast as a ‘branded’ identity and shares much with what Lury (2004) has
framed as ‘performing production’. The final element is described as
inherently social. 1 explain how Facebook and other social media help fix in
place a representation of the self to display to friends. Before moving to
chapter seven, I suggest how there are a new set of social obligations that is

ordered by the constant awareness of others.

Chapter Seven: Presence Techniques

In this chapter [ extend the analysis away from focus on just Facebook and
frame the encounters that take place across social media as ‘presence
techniques’. I show how the students are not confined to any one application
or web site in their management of friendship connections and have been
carried across a range of other resources that include Twitter, Flickr and

YouTube. A new element to the data is how such resources have also
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infiltrated into the lives of other friends and family who are not students. In
the discussion I outline three main dimensions to such presence techniques.
The first is directed by the natural extension of everyday relations, which are
led initially by the personalisation and display of connections to known
university friends as described in Chapter Five. The second is described as a
social vigilance that refers to the increased awareness of friend’s activities
and connectedness to personal networks. This leads onto the third presence
technique, a compulsive obligation, where the emphasis is on how the
students feel a constant pressure to act on the social information from
others. This is summed up by a sense of a need to be always connected to

Facebook and aware of social media.

Conclusion: A Seriously Social Sensibility

This chapter builds on the ethnographic data to show how social media
resources and accompanying interactions go beyond the initially university-
based networks of students on Facebook. Prominence is given to the
continuation of the connections and accumulation of networks of friends
across various social media resources. Through observation of the
distinctive qualities of social media, engagement with the most innovative
users, and a shared enthusiasm about the potential of such resources, I lead

the discussion with the formation of a seriously social sensibility.
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- Chapter Two -
Young People’s Socialisation of ICT Media from the 1980s
to the 2000s

Introduction

This chapter is largely descriptive in order to give an overview of the
material and social background of the young, middle class people included in
this study as they were growing up in the 1980s and 1990s and reached
young adulthood in the 2000s. This three decade period sees the emergence
of an increasingly participatory and consumer-led mass-marketisation of
technology (for an overview see timeline figure 2.i, page 51) as these
resources become affordable commodities both within the home, as bought
by parents, and for personal consumption, purchased by the young people
themselves (Curran and Gurevitch, 1996; Humphreys, 1996; Alexander et al,
2004). Throughout this chapter I refer to ‘ICT media’ to indicate the range of
technological devices and resources to which these young people had access,
and which were developed, during this period. It is through the description
of the young people’s home, school and private lives that I suggest that the
use and popularity of such technologies is closely linked to an established
sensibility and cultural way of life. This work draws from earlier studies of
children, youth and technology, such as Holloway and Valentine’s (2003)
work on the children who were born into the ‘information age’, where ICT
media forms an important part of how ‘today’s children’ construct and
develop identities and form relationships. Indeed as Bijker and Law suggest,
‘Technologies and technological practices are built in a process of social
construction and negotiation’ (1992: 13). Thus, rather than a technologically
determined social history, the story that follows should be treated as, ‘part of
a long history of rich and often wayward social practices’ through which the
middle class children of the 1980s and 1990s have ‘become socially
acquainted with these technologies’ (Thrift, 1996: 1472).
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2.1 Young people as the first generation of ICT media users

The availability of ICT media has been associated with a ‘privileged elite’ and
typically from middle-class households that had the financial means to be
able to draw on a particular set of cultural resources to bring new technology
into the home and to ensure access to the same resources at school (Becker,
2000; Holloway and Valentine, 2003; Livingstone, 1999; McAdoo, 2000). This
relates to the broader debate about the nature of the ‘cyberspace’ or digital
divide (Loader, 1998a; 1998b) Alongside a class alignment, the age
demographic of this group has been used to characterise these young people
as technology users, arranged by what Flacks (1971) refers to as the
‘generational effects’ of specific age cohorts. At the time of writing, the young
people mentioned in this study are members of the most recent generational
classification, which is characterised as a ‘Generation Y’ (e.g. Neuborne and
Kerwin, 1999). Recent academic studies that include, Bakwell and Mitchell
(2003), Rugimbana (2007), Ramsey et al (2007) and Dann (2007), refer to a
Generation Y in the identification of a new ‘everyday’ style of mass-market
and individualistic consumerism. This type and level of consumerism has
also been noted by other writers, like Carroll et al (2002), who link young
people to a youth culture that is centred on the availability and popularity of
mobile telecommunications technology. Another example is the The Mobile
Youth Report (2008) which highlighted how the use of mobile media
technologies is framed by the cultural status of the devices in the eyes of
young consumers (Dhaliwal, 2008). For Facer, et al the notion of a
‘Generation Y’ provides a frame for the way they explore young people’s role
as part of what they describe as the ‘Information Revolution’ of the late
1990s and the corresponding surrounding ‘hype’ about the ‘myth of the
cyberkid’ (2001: 451). In terms of a clearly categorised age-band the various
notions of a Generation Y provide, at best, only a very general consensus in
terms of the definition and scope of the term. From the examples mentioned
above this category is commonly used to refer to a specific group of young

people, born from the late 1970s through to the mid 1980s and to
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characterise their social and cultural background. It is important to note that
with the inclusion of further research and social reports, that this
classification is emergent. Therefore, it should be treated with caution as a
category more used in marketing and the media rather than a classification
based on careful academic research and grounded in appropriate empirical
data. To reinforce this point, we can observe that there is considerable
overlap between Generation Y and the newest that is gaining popularity and
identified as a ‘Generation Z'. This has been used to denote those aged,
typically, one year to thirteen years and who were born in the mid 1990s
(e.g. Sladek and Harnett, 2006; Riedling 2007). Significantly, as Jorgensen
(2003: 41) reminds us, the greater part of the generational data and
literature cited by writers is ‘subjective, non-representative, makes use of
single-point-of-time data and uses retrospective comparisons’. Further
examples of such crude representations can be seen in the emergence of such
popular generation tagging as ‘N-gen’, ‘Wired Generation’, ‘Echo Boomers/,
‘Google Generation’, ‘the iPods’ and, one of the most recent and pertinent to
this study, the ‘Facebook Generation’ (Coupland, 2006; Howe and Strauss
2000; Montgomery, 2007; Tapscott, 1998; Turrow and Tsui, 2008). These
labels imply certain characteristics about the use of ICT media and
characteristics or features of the demographic that they describe. Within this
type of generational structuring, commentators have made reference to the
potential for a ‘generation gap’ and considered how ‘new generations’ may
be distinguished from previous generations (e.g. Pilcher, 1994: 481). These
popular names place emphasis on the stratification of populations that result
from their anticipated technology competence and use. For example, in
terms of the type of resources used, e.g. a ‘Google Generation’, and the
expected engagement, knowledge and proficiency of the technology, e.g. as
appropriate for a ‘Wired Generation’. On this basis, the following table
presents a typification of the type of access to and ownership of technology

as divided across the most widely used and recognised generational

categories.
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Figure 2.ii Table showing the generational classification of ICT media use

Media Immigrants Media Embracers Media Natives

Baby Boomers Generation X Generation Y

Reached adulthood Members of Generation Have grown up with

without technology. X were in their late constant awareness of

Share little interest in teens when ICT media  technology. For this

ICT media innovation technology developed group, competitive

and have a lack of in a commercial and consumer markets and

awareness about how mass-market sense. In  rapid product

to use technology. this context they are innovation shaped their

Overall this group tend | typified as the childhood. Generally

to be unfamiliar with ‘embracers’ who are children of this

the internet, podcasts, more willing than their ~ generation are

SMS, wireless etc. parents generation to confident with a range
take up and use new of ICT media and often
technology. Interms of own an array of
technology ownership devices. Generation Y
they are likely toowna  are most likely to use
mobile phone and use the internet for
the internet for online everyday sociability.
shopping and email.

The information in the table is intended only as an indication of the likely
media utilisation characteristics of each generation. The categories are not
designed to be a robust representation of all group members. Indeed,
starting with the age-based classification of young people gives too simplistic
a stratification of the group included in this study, which focuses on the
nuanced and subtle modes of ICT media engagement in everyday life. What
is important to note from an academic perspective is that the insertion of
‘abrupt’ lines between generations is without the acknowledgement of the
‘economic, political and social dynamism of modern life’ rather than the
accounting of a whole generation of people (Jorgensen, 2003: 41). Sufficient
attention must be given to the ‘internal stratifications’ that include cultural
influences, as well as the social and intellectual trends of the time (Gennaro
and Dutton, 2008). Indeed, it would be wrong to suggest that technology has
been embedded in the same way across a whole generation. For this reason,
this research is focussed on the group of young people who were born
between 1980 and 1990, and are the most confident and engaged with ICT

media. Whilst this group represent a particular sub-set of ‘Generation Y’ and
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they share certain characteristics and life-course choices, they are
distinguished from their peers by their middle class background and
transition to university as undergraduates in 2005. For the rest of the
chapter attention is focused on the influence of what I frame as the
socialisation of ICT media in the lives of these young people. To give a broad
overview, the table below shows a summary of the main ICT media for the

three-decade period from the 1980s to 2000s when this particular group

were growing up.

Figure 2.iii Table showing a decade-based overview of ICT Media 1980-2000

ICT Media 1980s 1990s 2000s
1to 9 years 10 years to early Late teens to 20
i teens | _years and above
Computer Desktop PC Laptop Handheld
computer/mobile
phone
Internet Modem dial-up Web 1.0 Web 2.0
Cyberspace Broadband
AOL IM Wireless
Open source
Game Video Arcade Sega: Sony PlayStation 2.0
PacMan Mega Drive Xbox
Sonic the Hedgehog
Mostly single player Multiplayer online
| with some ‘bat n ball’ | Nintendo:
games with more NES
than one controller Game Boy
Donkey Kong
Sony PlayStation 1.0
Multiplayer
Music Walkman Portable CD Player iPod
Mini Disc
Phone Landline PDA 3G
Pager 2G 4G
1G iPhone

The structure of the rest of the chapter falls into two main parts. The first
outlines what can be thought as the ‘top-down’, or formal situating of ICT
media that was formed by Government policy, education strategy, and home
and parental based influences. The second part concentrates on the ‘bottom-

up’ or more informal set of circumstances that were influenced by the
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personal consumer choice of the young people as well as peer-based social
and cultural actions. Therefore, we can see how there is transition from the
external authority of public institutions and official sources, to the private
and personalised preferences of the young people themselves. To begin, |
outline the penetration of ICT media in the school that was promoted by

Government policies in the 1980s.

2.2 Government policy and computers for schools

Figure 2.iv Image of ‘retro’ computing technology19

IBM 5150
(1981

Alan ST
(1985)

ZX Spectrum
{(1982)

Prior to the 1970s, for school students the use of computers was limited
where this kind of institutional ownership of computers was ‘difficult to
imagine’ (Tatnall and Davey, 2008: 1). This situation began to change during
the 1970s as Government policy sought to promote ICT sKkills training
amongst school-aged children. At this time the computing technology was
comparatively slow, expensive and used now redundant media, such as

cassette tapes and floppy discs that were often unreliable. The education

10 Image retrieved from virginmedia.com
http://www.virginmedia.com/microsites/technology/slideshow/
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agenda was influenced by Government policy that looked to the potential of
computing technology that would enable future generations to participate in
what was foreseen as a new global economic market led by technological
innovation. Within this global market children represented the future
workers, hence the investment in core computing skills were seen as
‘essential’ for a healthy future economy and future expert workforce (Coulby
and Ward, 1998). Education policy reinforced the vision of young people
both as the future consumers of ICT media and as the forerunners to the
acquisition of skills of future ‘knowledge industries’ (Facer et al, 2001: 92).
School children were seen as the technologically productive workers of the
future (Buckingham and Sefton-Green, 1997), and ‘central to the fulfilment of
the promise of the ‘information revolution” (Facer et al, 2001: 92). This
desire to produce a ‘computer literate’ generation reflected older nineteenth
century debates about the need for a basic literacy for the workforce.
Underpinning both of these visions was the concern for the need of industry
to be able to compete internationally and to be ready for new technologies

and more open markets.

For young people in the United Kingdom in the 1980s the opportunity for
access to ICT media was led by the Conservative Party Government policy,
which set out to introduce a national education technology agenda intended
for all schools (Plomp et al, 2007). One policy example was the ‘National
Development Programme for Computer-Assisted Learning’ that was
launched in 1973 and designed to put computers into most schools by the
1980s (Olssen, 2004). Alongside this policy agenda the Local Education
Authorities (LEA) were encouraged to install the British computer based
company, Acorn, BBC Micro system to support the home technology industry
in the wake of competition from other computer companies from Japan and
the United States. The intention was to facilitate the ‘Microcomputers in
Education revolution’, which ‘changed the education landscape in the early to

mid 1980s’ (Tatnall and Davey, 2008: 1). Similar enticements were
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implemented in other industrialised nations, such as the United States,
where the computer company Apple was active in pushing for legislation to
create tax incentives for the donation of Apple computers into American
high-schools (OTA report, 1982). Another part of the Conservative
Government ICT education policy was to actively fund schools so that they
could build ‘computer classrooms’. This also formed part of the ‘one
computer in every school’ strategy in the early 1980s (Trowler, 1998).
Following these incentives, under the Labour Government in the 1990s this
was supplanted by new projects including the formal establishment of the
National Grid for Learning (NGfL) (Hulme and Hulme 2000). The computing
trends forecast projected the innovation of ICT media with a greater storage
capacity, increased memory, smaller desk-top devices and easier access, as
well as being more financially viable for a national schools agenda (Coulby
and Ward, 1998). However, despite the universality of these changes, it was
not uncommon for school pupils to be offered different opportunities in
different areas, as the local authority influenced the direction and delivery of
national policy into local schools (Holloway and Valentine, 2003; Reynolds et
al, 2003; Selwyn and Bullon, 2000). In addition, while the new
‘microcomputers’ of the mid 1980s were cheaper and easier to work with
than the late 1970s minis and mainframes, they still appeared as ‘quite
foreign’ to many school teaching staff (Tatnall and Davey, 2008: 1). At this
time, the training of teachers and ICT skills development for staff within
schools had to compete with different agendas and resources that also
affected the standard in the level of teaching that was available to school
children (Holloway and Valentine, 2003). By the 1990s incentives such as
the ‘Excellence in Cities initiative’, launched in Britain in March 1999 were
designed to provide subsidised loans for teachers for the purchase of
computers. The intention was to address the lack of ICT experience amongst
teaching staff. Other schemes such as the introduction of a low cost home
computer which was leased to pupils who had been classified as

‘disadvantaged’ was only ‘broadly welcomed’ by head teachers as they were
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responsible for managing the extra resources and implementing such

provisions (Trowler, 1998).

What is significant is that the school-based ICT media of the 1980s and 1990s
was one of the first instances when young people had access to and were
able to acquire knowledge about computing technology. However, the
appearance of computers in the school classroom does not necessarily mean
that pupils gain equal access and consequent experience. For example, within
educational research the privileging of male pupils over female pupils in the
use of school technology is a well developed theme (e.g. Bryson and De
Castell 1998; Volman and Van Eck, 2001). Recent initiatives such as after-
school computer clubs for girls (CC4G) point to the continued gender
disadvantage!l. To give a broad indication of the investmentment and
penetration of computing, the graph below shows the average number of
school-age pupils, from both primary and secondary schools, numbered per

computer in England from the mid 1990s to 2006.

Figure 2.v Graph showing the average number of pupils per computer (estimates) in

maintained school England12

Chait A: Average number of pupils per computer in maintained ~
schools {estimates}. England - time series
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12 Graph reproduced from the ‘Trends in Education and Skills’ by the Department for Children
Schools and Family.
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Before the introduction of a national school ICT agenda, it was difficult for
most state schools to provide students with hands-on access to a computer.
Indeed, the National Curriculum offered little opportunity for ICT-based
subjects during the 1980s (Mitchell, 1980; Sutton, 1991) and this continues
to be a ‘problem area’ in education for the provision of information literacy
as part of a more global agenda for school children today (e.g. Kong, 2008).
Overall this period saw a rapid increase in the computerisation of resources,
with school work assignments and a growing commitment to ICT media that
had become an important issue not only for Government policy and the
education agenda, but also for pupils’ home lives, as school work had

accompanying homework that was also expected to be computer based.

2.3 Playing with computers at home

Part of the increased confidence in and knowledge about ICT media is a
result of play and interaction with peers who also shared a familiarity with
the same technology (Provenzo, 1991; Prensky, 2003). In effect the home
computer was both a ‘toy’ and a work-based ‘tool’ in the home, where school
homework encouraged computer use in the home for families that could
afford a desktop machine (Downes, 1996; Harris, 1999). The incorporation
into the home of IT marked the beginning of a consumer led mass-market
media industry. For example, the home desktop PCs marketed by Apple and
IBM opened up competition for other computing devices such as game
consoles. Within middle class households, the technology began to be seen
as an, ‘affordable’ commodity and importantly was considered as an
‘essential’ part of the ‘modern home’ (Lally, 2002). Computing technology
was also marketed in ways that depicted the PC as necessary for children’s
education. Along with devices like Sony’s Walkman, home game consoles
became one of the most ‘conspicuous consumer products of the 1980s’

(Murdock, Hartmann and Gray, 1992: 146).
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Figure 2.vi Images of the Nintendo NES and Game Boy!3

EMNTERTARINMENT
SVYSTEM

Launched 1983 Launched 1989

In the 1980s Nintendo and Sega were the most visible competitors in a new
market and the first to sell mass-market computer games consoles. The ‘best
selling’ games console of its time, the Nintendo NES (see images above) has
sold over 60 million units worldwide since its launch in 1985,14, Moving
forwards into the 1990s, platform games were made popular by characters
such as Super Mario Bros, Donkey Kong and Sonic the Hedgehog (refer to
figure 2.i timeline, page 51). Heralded as the ‘most successful’ video game
mascots of their time, these characters continue to hold iconic status
(Herman et al, 2001). For devices like the Nintendo Game Boy this meant
that game media were smaller, easily portable and handheld, features that
encouraged gamers to invest in consumables as the media became more

‘popular’ (Chandler, 1994; Lister et al, 2003).

As a key target for the marketing of new ICT products, the home and take up
by families of media devices helped to establish a consumer-led ICT media
market. For the young people at this time such developments had significant
implications for the emergence of new social contexts and peer-based
contact. Here the increasingly portable ICT media devices enabled young
people to exercise a greater degree of autonomy away from their parents,

which were part of new games and interactions with one another (Sanger et

13 Images retrieved from addictedgeek.com and www.techtree.com
14 Source: The History of Games 2006
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al, 1997; Buckingham, 2002). Another important point is that these game
consoles were designed and marketed specifically for the youth consumer,
where it was observed that children had a key role in the purchase of game
and family media. Using the example of the video recorder, Gunter and
Wober (1989) found that families with children were the earliest adopters of

technology as parents felt ‘under pressure’ to make purchases.

2.4 Getting online with friends

During the 1980s and 1990s the home computer provided new forms and
style of contact with peers. Where schoolwork was the emphasis by parents,
young people enjoyed playing games, which led to new interactions with
peers. The internet represented a crucial advancement to the modes of
social communication and contact between young people. Launched in 1982
the Commodore 64 was one of the first home computers that offered user-to-
user messaging if the device was connected to a dial-up modem (see
timeline, figure 2.i, page 51). Communication with friends that could only
take place through the parental-controlled landline phone could now occur
for longer periods and more spontaneously, as friends ‘logged on’ to share
‘online’ communication. However, there was competition for use of the
home landline, as households typically only had one output for phone
connection and children had to negotiation with parents for use of the phone,

internet and computer.
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Figure 2.vii Image of the command-line driven interface of the Commodore 6415

N T —————

The above image shows the command-line driven interface of the
Commodore 64, which required a level of ‘basic’ computing expertise to use
the technology. As the medium became easier to use and more mainstream
in the 1990s, this kind of messaging became known as ‘Instant Messaging’
(IM). IM represented a cheaper form of contact than the costly and bulky
mobile phones that were available at this time. For young people, IM was
also less conspicuous than conversations that could be overheard by the rest
of the family on the household landline. The accentuation on young people’s
utilisation of this technology was introduced by the IM abbreviations that
quickly became an ‘internet slang’ or ‘text speak’ amongst peers to speed up
the efficiency of conversations and affirm the privacy of messages (Grinter,
2002). Emotional reactions can also be expressed in the same type of text
expressions, such as ‘LOL’ that stands for ‘laugh out loud’. IM represents one
of the first occasions when real-time and synchronous ‘conversations’ could
flow between users, and where emotional reactions could also be part of the
same dialogue. This kind of communication was relatively unsophisticated
and difficult to engage in for long periods as the interface only allowed for

very basic commands. In 1993 the launch of the graphically driven web

15 Image reproduced from r-echoes.net

34



browser Mosaic allowed for a more intuitive navigation of the internet and

communication with friends.

Figure 2.viii Screen shot of MOSAIC interfacel6
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One of the main appeals of Mosaic was that it was the first browser to allow
image and text to share the same window on the computer screen (see figure
2.viii above). Claimed to be ‘easy’to install, Mosaic was marketed as ‘reliable’
and immediately accessible to ‘anyone’ (Hudson 1997). The interface
allowed users to ‘point and click’ through with a mouse rather than having to
type code through a keyboard. Mosaic was regarded as ‘ideal’ for the ‘lay’
public who owned a Microsoft or Apple computer and who wanted access to
the internet without having to learn lots of code or type html (the scripting
language of web browsers) (Myers, 1998; Ayers, and Stasko; 1995). Mosaic
was also followed by other web browsers such as Netscape and Internet

Explorer which dominated in the early 1990s.

16 Image reproduced from appleinsider.com
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In the mid 1990s the internet generated a short dot.com market boom that
was seen to accentuate the possibilities of ICT media technology (Lister et al,
2003). At this time the potential was focused on the globalisation of business
networks and mass-markets, which were seen to be able to transform
economies into global leaders as business became, ‘e-business’, and
government ‘e-government’ in charge of ‘e-learning’ (Leah et al, 2002).
These expectations were given a further impetus by social commentators
disseminating ideas about the ‘information society’, ‘network society’,
‘knowledge economy’ (e.g. Webster, 1995). The danger perceived by middle
class parents was that without internet access their children were at risk of
being ‘unconnected’, ‘out of touch’, and ‘out of the loop’ (Williams, 2006: 1).
However, such disconnection was also weighted against a need to monitor
and moderate effectively what were seen as ‘open’ and ‘exposed’ online
spaces (Salbu, 1998; Schacter et al, 1998; Young, 1996). During the 1990s
the internet was viewed as having separate ‘online’ and ‘offline’ domains that
translated over to ‘virtual’ and ‘real’ realms (Maczewski, 2002). As Woolgar
(2002) notes in the popular media and academic commentaries in the 1990s
there was a hyperbole or ‘cyberbole’ about the internet that appeared to give
access to previously unimagined spaces within which to experiment with
identity and sociability. Not surprisingly, such opportunities were quickly
identified as opening up new risks to children as pornography and other
dangers were seen to reach inside the home. A market was created for books
like ‘Danger Zones: What Parents Should Know About the Internet’ (Biggar and
Myers 1996) and a vast array of ‘parental control’ software. Kept within the
home online media could be more easily kept under parental supervision
and integrated into household routines and shared family rules of use
(Livingstone, 2003). Young people had ever-increasing opportunities to gain
entry to online domains, sharing friends’ computers and using ICT resources,
as a result it became increasingly difficult to monitor all modes and means of

access, as well as the different online environments (Vieria, 2007).

36



With the increased sophistication of the web-based interface, media
resources such as IM continue to hold an important youth appeal. For
example the PEW American Life Project (2004) recorded that 62 percent of

the total internet users who used IM were classified as ‘Gen Y.

Figure 2.ix Percent of each generation that IMs 200417

Generation Percentage users
Gen Y (ages 18-27, born 1977 or later) 62
Gen X (ages 28-39, born 1965-1976) 37
Trailing Boomers (ages 40-49, born 1946-1964) 33
Leading Boomers (ages 50-58, born 1946-1963) 29
Matures (ages 59-68, born 1936-1945) 25
After Work (age 69+, born 1935 or earlier) 29

Drawing from the statistics in the above table, with the highest percentage
classified as ‘young people’, IM technology represents what can be
considered as a significant ‘rite of passage’ for these users, where others
have also recognised the communication medium as particular to teenagers
and adolescents (e.g. Baron et al, 2006; Boneva et al, 2006; Schiano et al,
2002). Thus, whilst access to a home or school computer might have to be
negotiated with others, IM represents a space that was discovered and
quickly occupied by young people. Here, the communication was in the
control of the user where messages could be ignored or recorded in a
manner that was not possible with a telephone call. In addition ‘friend lists’
had to be created to be able to send and receive messages as part of an online
account and social identity that was displayed to others. What I am
suggesting is that the use of IM was one of the ways young people became

familiar with new online communications and the web, and was the first way

17 Source: Pew Internet & American Life Project Tracking Survey, February 2004. Margin of
error is +5%.
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that they began to set up networks of known friends. The PEW Report (2004)
also showed that over half of Gen Y at 57 percent used IM more frequently
than their use of email!8. This suggests that these young people are the most

practised and proficient in conversing with others in this medium across the

web.

Therefore, for these young people, an important part of the knowledge and
familiarisation with ICT media was the interactions and use by peers that
became part of everyday social situations. Like the Sega and Nintendo
handheld game consoles with which they occupied themselves with, play
shares an importance as both a source of innovation and familiarity with
technology in the lives of young users (Basalla, 1988). For example, if we
consider the experience of having to use a PC for schoolwork, compared to
the instances of game play with friends, we can return to Thrift’s (1996)
observation that technology must be seen as part of the dynamic processes of
social and cultural emergence. Moreover, as Holloway and Valentine
(2003:14) point out for the ‘cyberkids’ of the 1990s, the Information Age
recast computing technology as “things’ that materialise for children as
diverse social practices’ and which are a part of ongoing, ‘relational’
processes. This study takes a similar approach where the focus is on the
participation between friends who use the same technology and the building

of familiar social networks.

2.5 Personalised and mobile communications

Katz has described how young people were at the ‘ground zero of the digital
world’ and experienced the opportunity to ‘reinvent communications, culture
and community’ (Sefton-Green, 1998:1, emphasis added). Part of such
reinventions, as we have seen from the previous section, was the cultivation

of connections and networks as these developed outside of the parental

18 Source: PEW Internet & American Life Project Tracking Survey, February 2004.
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control. Most noticeable was the popularity of portable and handheld

devices that the young people could purchase and personalise for

themselves, such as the mobile phone.

The mobile phones of the 1980s were expensive and unreliable to use. These
had usually been bought on a business contract and were only available in
the most privileged of households that could afford the technology. For

young people this meant that access was strictly limited, and controlled by

their parents.

Figure 2.x Image of a First Generation mobile phone 19

The first generation (1G) mobile handsets that were commercially available
worked from a series of interlocking ‘cells’ (hence ‘cell phone’) and were
expensive, bulky and with only a limited battery life. The earliest mobile
user was captured in popular media as the ‘yuppie’. In advertising the image
of the ‘on the move’ entrepreneur was popularised in the early 1990s and
captured the sensibilities of a new supposedly ‘dynamic’ work culture
(Smyth, 2004). Alongside the work-based household PC the first mobile
phones were designed to allow for business users to extend the work setting

within the home domain. Since the industrial revolution these two spheres

19 Image reproduced from http://www.techfresh.net
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had been kept separate for husbands and wives where there was allocated
‘work’ time and ‘home’ space (Hochschild, 1997). The mobile phone handset
together with the portability of the home computer radically transformed the
static boundaries of the household to incorporate more flexible working
patterns that contributed to changes in the role of family members and
dynamics of the home. Hence the initial ownership of mobile devices was a
complement to rather than a replacement of the existing family landline and
provided a functional link that was later mediated between parents and
teenagers, rather than parents and work (Castells et al, 2007). Here, the
transformation of the mobile phone was led by young people’s desire for a
personal mode of contact with friends and reduced parental control (Green,
2003). Indeed, the portability of mobile devices shaped the ways in which
young people could create social events and connect to one another (e.g. Ito
etal, 2005). Seen by some researchers as an ‘uncharted territory’ as no other
‘generation of teens has had access to this type of technology’ (Ling and
Helmerson, 2000: 8-9); the speed of the take-up and use of mobile phones
had a new social significance in the lives of young people (Brown et al, 2002;

[to et al, 2005).

It is likely that the first mobile device owned by young people was the
Second Generation (2G) mobile phone technology that was available from
the early 1990s. The unequal distribution of telecommunication
infrastructures across the globe meant that mobile services followed
different trajectories of organisation and development. In the United
Kingdom British Telecom (BT) retained control over the wired
telecommunications infrastructure. Originally the Post Office held the
monopoly on commercial telecommunications, but this was later sold and
divided between two main operators, Cellnet and Vodaphone (Lister et al,
2003). The mobile phone services became more competitive as network
competition drove prices down and the launch of the pay-as-you-go tariff

from the late 1990s made telecommunications an affordable option for many
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who were under 18 years of age. First set up by the company Eircell in the
Republic of Ireland in 1997 the service was marketed as a ‘ready to go’ or
‘pre-pay’ service. The price plans were deliberately targeted at the youth
market, as they were not contingent on consumers having bank accounts or
proof of age. One of the most successful price plans was Orange, ‘Orange
Everyday 50 talk plan’ in 1999, which offered 50 minutes standard off-peak
calls every day to other Orange mobiles or any local United Kingdom landline
number. The calling plan was designed to be ‘simple’ to use and to have
appeal to students who were on a tight budget and were high off-peak users.
These ‘low user’ tariffs meant that the initial outlay for the customer was
kept to a minimum while the cost of calling was still relatively expensive.
The lowering of price plans in the early to mid 1990s was a deliberate
strategy to attract more young people into the mobile phone market. Still at
school and short on money the ‘pay-as-you -go’ commercial mobile phones
offered Generation Y a ‘cheap deal’ and an alternative to the family landline.
A popular option with teenagers as they had ‘more free time, could live on a
loose budget’ and ‘bought into’ the telecommunications market-‘logic’ of
brand development and social identification (Castells et al, 2007: 40). The
mobile phone market was therefore quick to react to the new youth social
consumer. This reflects the collapse of the distinction between public
customer and the more professional high-end market user. In response the
mobile phone industry saw profit potential in a youth led market, whose
users wanted access to reliable voice-to-voice services, and other marketable
add-ons such as text message bundles, camera, blue-tooth, infra-red and file-
sharing (Carroll et al, 2002). At the end of the 1990s, mobile phone listed
subscribers were at more than 15 million in the United Kingdom
(‘Independent Expert Group on Mobile Phones IEGMP Report, 2007°). The
substantive growth led to investment in new phone technology and the
introduction of more affordable rates and technologically innovative

handsets by the beginning of 2000s.
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Two points are important to note here in terms of the attraction to a youth
market. First there was a push by young users who wanted personal and
mobile communication technology that would be approved by and could be
used in conjunction with parents for on the move and more independent
sociability. Second there was a pull by the phone manufactures who began to
market directly to young people with affordable and ‘trendy’ handsets that
allowed for ring tones and other personalised add-ons. For these particular
young people this was the first time that they had had access to such
technology, which helped to foster a definable set of cultural and social
values based on the accessibility of others and mobility of communication.
Hence the affordability of the mobile provided new freedoms of expression
that were seen as ‘empowering’ (Geser, 2004). Indeed, the introduction of
services such as Short Messaging Service (SMS), ‘text-messaging’, or ‘texting’
to use the popular term were a complement to the ‘cheap’ and ‘straight-
forward’ price plans of pre-pay and pay-as-you-go and form an important
part of the new freedoms of expression (Green, 2003). One of the advantages
of the mobile phone for young people was that it offered a means of
communication that could be ‘independent’ and outside of more formal rules

and regulations from parents (Ito et al, 2005).

It is worth taking a closer look here at the take-up of text messaging as this
provides a prime example of some of the youth-led aspects of mobile media.
Indeed, as Calcutt (2001) has argued, ‘Texting took mobiles out of the hands
of 1990s yuppies and (...) confirmed the idea of texting as a sub-cultural
activity’ (online). As new consumers, the lifestyle choice of the users was just
as important as the functionality of the technology itself. In essence this
centred on what has been termed as the ‘choosing self” at the centre of
consumerism (Sassatelli, 2000). Like IM before it, the poor quality interface
of text messaging was part of the appeal of the medium, as young people
sought to overcome limitations (Taylor and Harper, 2003). Texts were

restricted to a text-based typescript and could only contain 160-characters.
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Similar shared slang vocabularies like those across IM were a marker of
distinction amongst young people and were distinct to this group where
other generations found it hard to penetrate the ‘art of txt spk’ as the cartoon

below illustrates (Bucholtz, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003).

Figure 2.xi Cartoon showing the language of text speak2?
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Text communication does not require ‘proper’ sentence structures or formal
grammar arrangements and has meant that texting emerged as a new form
of informal ‘youth language’ (Grinter and Eldridge, 2003). This reflected a
shared youth identity that carried with it new sets of social protocols (Green,
2007; Thurlow and Brown, 2003). This same sociability has been reported
in the press as a ‘universal media experience’ where, according to Orange
magazine, ‘If you don't have a mobile, you're effectively a non-person’
(spring, 2001). In Australia similar reports labelled these young people as a
‘Generation text: Young, free but tied to the mobile’ (Bryden-Brown, 2001:4).
In this instance texting is as much about the shared and ‘private’ connections
to peers, as a disconnection from the ‘public’ world of adults. Mobile phone
texting followed on from IM as a new symbolic mode of communicative

language created by young people and for young people.

20 [mage reproduced from, http://www.cartoonstock.com
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New technologies were beginning to take on new meanings and allowed
young people to mould and to play around with media. Strathern (1992)
describes ‘domestic technologies’ as ‘enabling’ where they ‘amplify people’s
experiences, options, choices’, moreover, she goes on to describe how media,
‘compel people to communicate’ (Strathern, 1992; ix). Texting marked a
significant mode of consumer power that was led by young people, where
technological take up, use and commodification had symbolic power in the
expression of youth identity (Ling, 2000). Indeed, such was the popularity of
this new informal communication that this gave very rapid rise to a new
social sensibility that was based on the social desire to always be ‘in touch’ or
‘textable’, and was seen as part of, ‘Being a Teenager” (Weilenmann and
Larsson, 2000). This sensibility has been advanced by the popular cultural
image of the ‘texting’ and ‘distracted’ teen and today texting represents the
"...most widely used social communications system in the mobile phone-

using world’ (Green, 2007: 124).

2.6 Technology as a cultural status

The 1990s marked the convergence of media such as the mobile phone,
cameras and MP3s that defined a ‘way of life’ and lifestyle for young people.
One of the most notable ‘cult’ products that has emerged as a prime identifier
of youth in recent years has been Apple’s iPod music player. The first iPod
was released in 2001 and marKks a significant ‘tipping point’ in the
consumerism and expressive identity of young consumers (Gladwell, 2002).
Below figure 2.xii provides a snapshot of the cult status of the iPod ‘through

the ages’.
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Figure 2.xii The iPod through the ages?!

Unlike the mobile phone, the iPod was a product that was deliberately
marketed from the start to have a lasting appeal to a ‘young’ and ‘stylish’
consumer demographic. Thus, the design was as much a part of the
‘desirability’ of the product as the function of playing and retrieving music
files (Blythe and White, 2005). More recently the iPhone is another example
of where media extend their appeal through a ‘sexy’ design and ‘easy-to-use’
user-interface, with a ‘physically transparent’ interface that ‘creates the
feeling of a near-seamless interplay between the body and machine’ (Beer
and Gane, 2008: 107). The iPod stands as a cultural symbol that had
meaning not just peer-to-peer, but a social statement that could be
interpreted by others, even if they did not share an interest in it. For
example, the white headphones are a distinctive and ‘fashionable’ emblem,
which are worn by users. Writing about youth culture for The Observer
newspaper, the social commentator Naughton (2005) has identified how this
is a ‘generation lost in its personal space’, where the ‘distinctive white buds’
of iPod headphones means that individuals are ‘unaware’ and ‘wrapped in a
portable, personal bubble of sound’ (The Observer, 2005). Gurwitch (2006)
also makes the association between youth identity and the popularisation of
what is a ‘youth cult product’, heralding the iPod as the ‘electronic fountain of
youth’. On the strength of this kind of youth consumption, American youth

identity has been branded recently as endemic of an ‘iPod Generation’

(Katayama, 2007).

21 Image reproduced from ‘iPod through the ages’. The Technology Guardian 2007. -
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In the early 2000s, the iPod was identified as the second most popular ‘back
to school’ item for returning school students (Ling, 2005). As with the first
mobile phones the iPod reflects and reinforces a particular youth culture
(Beer, 2006). This kind of technology allows for the easy personalisation of
cultural taste linked to lifestyle, in effect part of the marketing appeal
promoted by Apple stands as, if you ‘own an iPod’, you can share a youth
trend. A consequence of the success of the iPod and other music share
players (MP3s) is that the sharing of music files has enabled new social
activities and created opportunities for interaction on websites that are
organised around music taste and networks of contacts, such as MySpace.
Writing in the Independent newspaper, Blacker (2005) notes this trend when
he describes how,

‘suddenly, the music you love is no longer represented by tapes, CDs

and records (...) It is gathered neatly and unavoidably in one place, a

perfect snapshot of your inner life’,
Traditionally music has held a compelling place in the development of youth
culture that has been associated with social style and identity (Bennett,
2002). Previously the Mods and Rockers, and Punks and Hippies organised
and expressed a shared identity around music (Jefferson, 1976; Cohen,
1987). In more recent years we have seen significant changes to music
culture and the related technology. For example, where, for the sketches
outlined in the vignettes in the previous chapter, Lisa identified with the
1980s Sony Walkman, Jennifer the use of CDs and minidiscs, and Penny
experienced the shift toward what Beer (2008: 223) identifies as ‘virtual
cultural artefacts’, where individuals download digital music files. Indeed, to
follow the decade trajectory from the 1980s to 2000s outlined by the
vignettes we can note a shift in the culture of music sharing, listening and
enjoyment. This shift can be observed by the increasing personalisation of
the ownership of music, and other forms of media, such as films and
television. Indeed, as Beer (2006) notes one of the casualties of this kind of

cultural media engagement was the final showing of the long running
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analogue music show Top of the Pops. As a result there is a shift from the
physical ownership of such media toward the ‘virtual’, ‘or at least toward
complex imbrications of virtual and physical artefacts in everyday musical

practices’ (Beer, 2008: 223).

Thus, part of the iPod’s popularity is that it gives membership to an implicit
(exclusive) community and provides a form of social ‘bonding’ (Jain, 2004).
Steven Levy’s (2004) article for NewsWeek, ‘iPod Nation’ noted how ‘in just
three years, Apple’s adorable mini music player has gone from gizmo to life-
changing cultural icon’ (Levy, 2004). The appeal of technology like the
mobile phone and the iPod is that they are quickly identifiable as ‘new’
innovative technology that offer portability and can be owned independently
to facilitate social action in a way that is separate and entirely unique. This is
important in the eyes of a youth-led consumer culture, where such media
represent a highly visible and recognisable social marker to others (Ito et al,
2005). Indeed, according to Bauman ‘personal and self-definition’, are
exploited by the consumer culture that ‘artificially’ encourages certain ‘styles
of life’ (emphasis added 1992: 189). The emergence of this particular youth
culture is linked to consumer choice based on music taste, file shares and
communities of music based ‘friends’ as part of a ‘decentralised media’,
which has been recognised a part of the ‘rise of a second media age’ (Beer,
2006). The new forms of communication developed quickly and became a
part of the contemporary fashion and mode of social interaction, particularly
amongst teenagers. In this context, technology like the iPod can be seen as
an icon of music sharing and taste, as well as a particular social and cultural
way of life. Hence, the use of ICT media reflects and reinforces young
people’s emerging sense of identity and the ways in which they make sense
of a complex social world. Moreover, the movement toward, what can be
described as networked technologies can be understood as a shift toward a
participatory and collaborative set of social and cultural engagement which

hold particular appeal for young people especially when such engagement is
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focused around music (Beer, 2008). The example of such technology
includes the launch of the Social Network Site (SNS) MySpace in 2003, which
forms the basis for the discussion of what I identify as the progression of

‘social media’ in the lives of young people in the next chapter.

2.7 Identification of the most engaged media users

Up to this point the generality of this chapter has allowed me to describe the
various manifestations of ICT media and consumer technology within
everyday life in the lives of the first generation of young people to have
access to such devices and resources. Now [ want to turn the focus of the
chapter from the technology, to the type of user. In the first part of the
chapter I discussed the categorisation of the cultural phenomenon of ICT
media led by the Generation Y. Where the focus in this thesis is about the
associated media in the lives of young, middle class people there needs to be
a further identification of the main group that has been studied. To help with
this identification, | have devised a typification of the social characteristics of

the most engaged users of media, which I term ‘SMART’.

Figure 2.xiii Table showing the characteristics of SMART

SOCIAL  Refers to the way that the young people make use of media
~ for communication, the cultivation of social networks and
- how it is manifest as integral to everyday sqciability.

MOBILE?2 The group are quick to respond to changes in social
. arrangements. They let things occur ‘of-the-moment’, where
 communications are often unplanned and spontaneous.

Mobile is also used to refer to a geographic mobility, where

the young people are part of a group that is confident with

independent travel and are likely to have friends located
~ worldwide.

22 ‘Mobile’ is not about a social mobility as this characterisation deals with only middle class

young people.
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. Refers to the life-situation of the young people in this study,
who were first year undergraduate students commencing

. university in 2005. This also relates to the access to media
- resources, as some of the web-based resources that will be
discussed in the next chapter are shown to be gated to only
university users and bear a particular significance in this
study (e.g. the Social Networking Site (SNS) Facebook).

ACADEMIC

REAL Describes how young people are devoted to their media,

where they form and make expectations based on what are
perceived to be real social actions that have real social
consequences. This is distinct from previous ‘cyber’ and
.- ‘virtual’ technologies as new spaces for interactions. The
b forging of additional connections to unknown others or
.+ ‘virtual strangers’ does not hold appeal for this group. The
.. emphasis is on the reproduction of known relations and
- replication of known networks of friends across various
. forms of media. The notion of a ‘cyber’ relationship with
. others is not an appropriate way to understand the reflexive
- qualities that characterise the media based interactions of
~ this group. Instead their emphasis is on the convergence and
. synchronisation with established relationships and
~ connections as a condition of using media resources. In this
~ way part of the appeal of the technology is that it cannot be
- defined as either ‘virtual’ or ‘artificial’.

TECHNOLOGY  Refers to the proficient and expected use of media that forms
an important part of everyday interactions between friends.
This group have a committed relationship with the media
, that they use, and choose to participate with others as part of
- constant connections and rarely ever disconnected.

The above characteristics were formed out of the data in recognition of the
most engaged and committed users of technology. This relates to the young
people whose day-to-day social and practical competencies go hand-in-hand
with the latest innovations. | had previously characterised this group as the,
‘iGeneration’ to reflect the emphasis on internet-based resources, and in
re<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>