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Ten Years of facebook: 
The Third argumenTor conference

Introduction

1. About the Argumentor Group
The Argumentor Initiative Group emerged in 2010 as a collabora‑

tive effort of educators, researchers and debate practitioners in order 
to foster dialogue on argumentation, rhetoric and debate‑related top‑
ics. The Third Argumentor Conference – organized in Oradea, Romania 
on September 4‑6, 2014 – is an organic continuation of the first and 
second Argumentor Conferences (May 2010, September 2012). The 
Third Argumentor Conference – hosted by Partium Christian University 
from Oradea in partnership with Sapientia Hungarian University of 
Transylvania and the University of Debrecen – is dedicated to the tenth 
anniversary of social networking site Facebook.

2. About the Third Argumentor Conference
The year 2014 marks the tenth anniversary of the launch of 

Facebook, the most ubiquitous social media and communication plat‑
form in the world. It also gives us the opportunity to take a step back 
and examine increasingly important questions about how Facebook 
and the new social web have impacted the world of communication, 
from debate, discourse and rhetoric to philosophy, politics, social con‑
text, and other forms of new media.

Has Facebook been constructive or disruptive in these different 
areas – or perhaps both? How does the ease and ubiquity of online 
communication affect longstanding national, generational, ideological, 
gender and class divides? These and similar questions are explored by 
the conference participants.

3. Topics explored
The Third Argumentor Conference will be structured into five the‑

matic clusters, centered on different aspects of Facebook: The Faces 
of Facebook; Facebook, Communication and New Media; Facebook 
and Philosophy; Facebook and the New Generation; and Facebook and 
Politics.
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In the first cluster about the Faces of Facebook, László Ropolyi of 
ELTE in Hungary opens the conference with a discussion of Facebook 
not only as a social network, but also as “a sphere of the third form 
of human existence, a realm of the web‑life.”  Adrienn Ujhelyi of ELTE, 
Hungary, and Éva Szabó of the Institute of Psychology at the University 
of Szeged, Hungary, uses a social‑psychological approach to inves‑
tigate content sharing on Facebook. Krzysztof Gajewski of the Polish 
Academy of Science examines what he calls the “facebookization” of 
the internet and its cultural ramifications, including the relationship 
between consumers and large corporations online. Borbála Bökös of 
Partium Christian University in Oradea, Romania, looks at memes (and 
specifically, Hungarian‑themed “Hungaro‑memes”) as the “netlore” 
(that is, internet‑based folklore) of existing virtual groups. Finally, 
Gizela Horváth of Partium Christian University examines Facebook as a 
new public space for art through the work of three artists, all of whom 
have used Facebook to spread their art online.

The second thematic cluster focuses on Facebook in the context 
of communication and other new media, opening with the University 
of Bucharest’s Georgeta Drulă analyzing the “ecology” of Romanian 
news sites on Facebook—their online presence and users’ interaction 
with them. Eang Teng Chan and Mui Joo Tang of Tunku Abdul Rahman 
University College in Malaysia explore the effect of social media in gener‑
al and Facebook in particular on traditional news consumption. Mădălina 
Moraru (Buga) of the University of Bucharest investigates and compares 
the online campaigns and brand activities of four cell phone carriers 
worldwide, with a focus on Facebook activities. Finally, the University of 
Ulster (UK)’s Christian Ritter examines the impact of Facebook use on 
the formation of networks among Irish expatriates in Munich, Germany.

The third theme looks at the relationship between Facebook and 
philosophy. Gábor Forrai, of the Budapest University of Technology and 
Economics, argues that there exist some neglected forms of rational 
persuasion that do not express themselves traditionally through argu‑
ments as we understand them. His colleague Zsolt Ziegler explores the 
relationship between Facebook and human cognition. Gábor Á. Zemplén 
(Budapest University of Technology and Economics) discusses the nov‑
el approach of two intermediate courses on argumentation and rhetoric 
coordinated on Facebook. As the final presenter in this section, Viorel 
Guliciuc of “Stefan cel Mare” University of Suceava, Romania, posits 
that social networking raises important questions about complexity, 
including the nonlinearity and unpredictability of social networks.
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In the fourth thematic cluster dealing with Facebook and the 
New Generation, Stephanus M. De Bruijn (Driestar University, The 
Netherlands) argues that, while 21st‑century skills are admittedly im‑
portant, so is the fostering of “first‑century attitudes”—that is, tradi‑
tional virtues grounded in Hellenistic and biblical culture. Rozália‑Klára 
Bakó of Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania presents the 
“Closer to Oxford” debate program of the Romanian Association of 
Debate, Oratory and Rhetoric in light of new multimodal forms of com‑
munication on Facebook and social networks. What about the interac‑
tion on Facebook of a close community of mothers in a single geo‑
graphic area? That very question is explored by Orsolya Gergely, also 
of Sapientia University. Malaysian researchers Eang Teng Chan and 
Mui Joo Tang ask whether Facebook and other social networking sites 
have a constructive or destructive effect on social relationships. Finally, 
three researchers from the University of Southampton (UK)—Jeffrey 
Vass, Amy Lynch, and Franziska Marcheselli—investigate the involve‑
ment of Romanian youth in social networking, and their construction 
of online identities on social networks based on a sample of Facebook 
accounts.

The fifth and final topical section of the conference examines 
the relationship between Facebook and politics. Camelia Cmeciu of 
Danubius University of Galati, Romania, performs a visual framing 
analysis of Romanian candidates’ Facebook photos during the 2014 
elections for the European Parliament. Antonio Momoc of the University 
of Bucharest challenges the popular assumption that social media 
necessarily lead to a healthy civic culture and democratic flourishing, 
while László Attila Hubbes of Sapientia University looks at the impact of 
Facebook on the spread and popularity of conspiracy theories. Lastly, 
as the closing presentation of the conference, Amel Ghermaoui dis‑
sects the very timely and relevant topic of Facebook as a tool for U.S. 
intelligence‑gathering and online surveillance—focusing on so‑called 
“dataveillance” and economic surveillance.





The faces of facebook
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Sharing on Facebook
From “LonerS” to “PoPuLarity SeekerS”

A d r i e n n U j h e ly i  –  É vA S z A b ó
Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE) – University of Szeged

this paper investigates a specific Face-
book activity: sharing. in this study we 
tried to reveal the most important as-
pects of sharing from a social psycho-
logical approach. We were mainly inter-
ested in what users update about, the 
underlying reasons for updating one’s 
status; the different sharer types and 
the variables that influence the amount 
of sharing. Participants were 706 Face-
book users who responded to a request 
to complete an online survey. the sample 
comprised 283 males and 423 females 
(mean age= 25.4 years). the survey 
contained basic demographic ques-
tions, alongside with some measures 
of Facebook use. it also asked users for 

their attitude towards Facebook, their 
motivations behind sharing, the kind 
of information they usually share, their 
experienced mood and their targeted 
audience. Factor analysis identified four 
unique motivations: (1) experience shar-
ing; (2) positive self-presentation, popu-
larity seeking; (3) reducing loneliness 
and boredom; (4) information spreading. 
the answers of participants were also 
subjected to cluster analysis yielding 
five distinct and theoretically consistent 
profiles, which were labeled as follows: 
1. information and experience sharers 
(n=117) 2. Popularity seekers (n=65) 3. 
information sharers (n=174), 4. Loners 
(n=86) and 5. Passives (n=205).

keywords: Facebook, motivations, sharing, social media



16

“In our society, 
the protocols of communication 

are not based on a sharing of culture 
but on the culture of sharing” 

(Castells, 2009)

Since its launch in 2004, Facebook has become one of the most 
visited sites in the world. This platform has changed our ways of com-
municating and influenced the way interpersonal relationships are 
formed and maintained, having a huge impact on society itself. It has 
also gained attention among social scientists. In 2012 two articles 
were published aiming to summarize Facebook research in the social 
sciences. Wilson et al. (2012) analyzed 412 relevant articles and cat-
egorized them into five topics: descriptive analysis of users, motiva-
tions for using Facebook, self-presentation, its impact on social inter-
actions and privacy issues. Another paper (Anderson, Woodnutt, Fagan, 
& Chamorro-Premuzic, 2012) also tried to identify the most common 
research questions about Facebook: (1) antecedents of Facebook us-
age (demographic variables, personality traits); (2) how people use it 
(motivations, gratifications, identity construction, privacy issues; (3) 
the psychological effects of the social network site (purpose and per-
ception of Facebook friends). 

These literature reviews not only have revealed the variety of 
themes and approaches, but shed light on the underrepresented top-
ics as well, such as the study of specific Facebook functions. Until now 
most research has treated Facebook as a homogeneous entity and has 
paid little attention to the technologically and psychologically different 
activities, such as poking, liking, or sharing. 

Sharing

Facebook provide users with many possible forms of activities: ac-
tive and passive, popular and not widely used, social or informational. 
From a social psychological perspective one of the most interesting 
activities is sharing. It can be linked to several phenomena: it can be the 
basis of social comparison or the medium of persuasion, it can influ-
ence someone’s subjective well-being, identity, or the dynamics of their 
social relations. 
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According to Facebook itself: “The Share button enables you to 
take content from across the Web and share it with your friends on 
Facebook, where it can be re-shared over and over so the best and most 
interesting items get noticed by the people you care about” (Facebook, 
2009). Sharing is basically writing status updates, that are posted to 
own or others’ Facebook wall, called newsfeed. These messages can 
contain links to any webpage, photos, videos, quotes, music, articles, or 
even own text. These posts can be directed to all Facebook friends or 
restricted to one or more people. Nowadays 4.75 billion status updates 
appear on Facebook every day (Facebook Statistics, 2013).

 Sharing is a fundamental concept of social media; it is a synonym 
for participating. When studying the meaning of the word, John (2012) 
found three main features: (1) after 2005 the word has started to be 
used with “fuzzy objects,” in contrast with concrete objects; (2) it has 
also started to appear without any object at all; (3) and, recently, it 
has very often been presented as functions of social networking sites. 
These changes point out that there has been a shift in meaning: tra-
ditionally it was crudely divided into “distribution” and “communica-
tion,” now it integrates both at the same time, so currently it means 
“expressing,” “connecting,” and “socializing.” 

Existing psychological literature on the topic focuses predomi-
nantly on the consequences of sharing. One article investigated regrets 
associated with users’ posts (Wang et al., 2011). With the use of sur-
veys, interviews, and diaries, the authors identified the types of spe-
cific topics regrets revolved around, such as, sensitive content, alcohol 
and illegal drug use, sex, religion and politics, profanity and obscenity, 
etc. They also revealed several possible motives behind those regret-
ted sharings: (1) need for positive self-presentation, (2) not thinking 
about the consequences, (3) misjudging culture and norms, (4) post-
ing under the influence of strong emotions, drug, or alcohol, (5) reach-
ing unintended audience, (6) misjudging the perception of the post, (7) 
misunderstanding or the misuse of the platform. Another study  de-
scribed a “virtual experimental field research” (Deters & Mehl, 2012). 
The researchers aimed to answer the question whether sharing on 
Facebook had positive or negative effects on our social life. They asked 
undergraduate students to post more status updates than usual for a 
week. This experimental group was compared to the control group (no 
instructions condition) in terms of loneliness, subjective happiness, 
depression, and the level of social connection. Their results indicated 
that more status updating lead to reduced loneliness, which process 
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was mediated by feeling more connected to friends. The authors de-
fined status updating as a symbolic behavior and called it a form of 
“social snacking.”

A correlation study came to the same conclusion: increased self-
disclosure on Facebook plays an important role in enhancing feelings 
of social connectedness and intimacy (Park, Jin & Jin, 2011). German 
researchers have refined this result, by stating that “the feeling of be-
ing connected seems to be related to the amount of messages and not 
the type of information an individual is sharing among his or her net-
work” (Köbler, Vetter, Riedl, Leimeister, & Krcmar, 2010, p. 7.).

To date very few studies have focused on sharing from another psy-
chological aspect or shed light on the antecedents of status updating.

Research questions

The present study focused on three specific issues regarding 
sharing on Facebook. 

Research question 1. Firstly, we intended to explore the motiva-
tions behind the sharing of different contents. Previous literature re-
vealed that Facebook usage in general fulfils a wide array of needs. 
There are social types of motivations, such as the desire to keep in 
touch with friends (Ellison, Steingfield & Lampe, 2006); to form new 
ones (Joinson, 2008); social grooming needs (Gosling, 2009); or social 
connection (Joinson, 2008). Others are also social in nature, but more 
related to the motive of control, like monitoring others (Tufekci, 2008), 
social investigation or social network surfing (Joinson, 2008). Face-
book usage can also serve the function of relieving boredom (Lampe, 
Ellison & Steinfield, 2008) or minimizing loneliness (Burke, Marlow, 
Lento, 2010). There are also specific activities that attract attention, 
like sharing or viewing photographs and status updates (Denti et al., 
2012). More closely related to our topic, Baek et al. (2011) studied link 
sharing motivations on Facebook. They identified six main motives: in-
formation sharing, convenience and entertainment, passing time, in-
terpersonal utility, control, and promoting work.

Research question 2. Secondly, we sought to empirically identify 
different groups of users according to their motivations. There are very 
few studies with similar aims. One of them is a study on the psychology 
of sharing (Brett, 2011). Based on interviews and surveys with 2500 
online sharers, they identified six types of sharers. These groups differ 
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mainly in their motivation for sharing, and named as follows: (1) altru-
ists, (2) careerists, (3) hipsters, (4) boomerangs, (5) connectors, and 
(6) selectives.

Research question 3. Thirdly, we examined the factors that lead 
to increased level of sharing on Facebook.  The third research question 
asked about the contribution of sharing motivations for predicting the 
frequency of sharing. As we mentioned earlier, most research concern-
ing sharing dealt with the consequences of sharing and not with the 
antecedents. 

Method

Procedure and participants

In order to find answers to our three research questions, we con-
ducted an online survey, consisting of 77 questions. We recruited 706 
participants, who received a link to our online survey. It took approxi-
mately 15-20 minutes to complete the questionnaire, which was open 
from March to April 2013. We intentionally tried to reach experienced us-
ers who we hoped had already used the status update function of Face-
book. Our study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Eötvös 
Loránd University, Hungary, and the University of Szeged, Hungary.

Measures

Our questionnaire has four main sections. In the first section we 
asked participants about their age and presence on Facebook, includ-
ing questions regarding how many Facebook friends they have, how 
many hours they spend on Facebook on an average day, and when they 
had registered on Facebook. Following this, participants were asked 
to respond to a semantic differential scale regarding their attitude 
towards Facebook. We used the adjectives useful, important, and has 
positive effect to describe their attitude.

In the next section respondents were asked about their sharing 
habits: what and how frequently they share, what they write about, 
whether their status updates reflect reality, whom they target with the 
posts, and in what mood they share more. Additionally, in this section 
20 items referred to the motives for sharing, which items were built 
upon previous research about general Facebook usage motivations 
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(Joinson, 2008; Lampe, Ellison & Steinfield, 2006; Gosling, 2009; Burke, 
Marlow, Lento, 2010; Cheung, Chiu & Lee, 2011; Tosun, 2012 Denti et 
al., 2012). Participants had to rate all items on a 4-grade Likert-scale. 
The items asking for frequency were anchored at 1 (never) and 4 (regu-
larly), while those concerning self-description were rated from 1 (not at 
all) to 4 (completely). 

Participants were finally asked to rate items concerning privacy 
and responsibility issues, using 4-point Likert-scale, 13 items alto-
gether.1

Table 1.

Structure of the questionnaire with some example items and questions
Question categories (number 
of items) Example questions or items

Demographic 
questions

Background demographic 
information (3) Gender, age, relationship status, 

Facebook usage (3)
Number of Facebook friends, time 
spent on Facebook daily, date of 
registration

Facebook 
perception Facebook perception (4) How would you characterize 

Facebook?

Comparing reality and 
Facebook (4)

I share topics on Facebook that I 
would not bring up during a face-to-
face conversation.

Sharing Content of sharing (10) What do you share on Facebook?

Content of status update (5) When posting your own thoughts, 
what are they usually related to?

Validity of information (6) I intentionally share false 
information about myself.

Motivations (20) I feel more popular if people can 
follow my activity on Facebook.

Targeted audience (8)
How often do you post something on 
your Facebook wall that is intended 
only for one person?

Mood (1)
I share something on Facebook 
more often if I am angry or irritated 
by something.

Privacy Privacy, responsibility (13)

I often feel worried by how much 
information someone could get 
about me only by viewing my 
Facebook posts.

1 This part of the questionnaire was not analyzed in this paper.
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Sample

Our data set consisted of the answers of 706 participants (283 
men and 423 women), their average age was 25.3 years, from 18 to 
63 whom had 515 (0-2360) Facebook-friends on average. They were 
all Hungarian and experienced Facebook users, who have had their ac-
count for 3 to 5 years, and spent 1 to 2 hours on Facebook daily.

 
Table 2.

Description of the sample

N
Age 
(Mean)

Number of 
Facebook 
friends (Mean)

Time spent on 
Facebook
Daily (Mean)

Date of 
registration 
(Mean)

Proportion 
of living in 
relationship 
(%)

Male 283 25.3 557** 1-2 hours
3-5 years 
ago

59.7%

Female 423 25.4 488** 1-2 hours
3-5 years 
ago

66.2%

Note. **p<.001

Results 

Methods of analyses

First we conducted several factor analyses in order to generate 
indexes from the items (Table 3), than analyzed the data to assess dif-
ferences between genders and according to age on those indexes. We 
found no gender difference, but age proved to be important. Age had a 
negative correlation with the number of Facebook friends (r=-.267**): 
older users were more active (r=.185**) and they shared more serious 
content (r=.127**). Among all the respondents, the most common re-
sponses for the mood they share in most were: (1) “it is not connected 
to my mood” (68%), (2) “if I am in a good mood, feeling joyful” (24.4%), 
(3) bad mood (5%) and angry (3%).
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Table 3

 The calculated indexes and their reliability

INDEXES COMPONENTS QUESTIONS, ITEMS
Activity 
index
(Principal 
Component, 
Varimax)

What do you share on Facebook? How often?

Content 
of sharing 
index
max. 
likelihood, 
direct 
oblimin, 
58%

Video sharers 
(videos of self or 
friends) Cronbach 
α=.837
Usual sharers 
(music, quote, funny 
pic, photo about 
myself or friends, 
status update) 
Cronbach α=.756
Serious content 
sharers (article, 
blogpost, event) 
Cronbach α=.747

What do you share on Facebook? How often?

Content 
of status 
update
(Principal 
Component, 
Oblimin)

Private Cronbach 
α=.709
Public (political, 
school- or work-
related) Cronbach 
α=.656

Everyday events     
   
Important private life matters  
Relationship issues       
Political content     
   
Work or school related things

Attitude 
about 
Facebook
(Principal 
Component, 
Varimax)

Cronbach α=.732
How would you characterize Facebook? 
Useful, important, has a positive effect

Dishonesty 
index 
(Principal 
Component, 
Varimax)

Cronbach α=.724

I am not always completely honest when I write 
about myself.
I am not always completely honest when I 
express my opinion.   
I am not always completely honest when I write 
about my friends.
I share information about friends that I am not 
sure about.
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Facebook 
vs. reality 
(Principal 
Component, 
Varimax) 

Cronbach α=.729

If I want to express something, it is often easier 
for me on Facebook than in real life.
I feel that if I publish information about myself 
on the internet, more people pay attention to it 
than in real life.    
Sometimes it is easier to share some feelings on 
Facebook, than to discuss them with someone 
who I feel close to.   

I share topics on Facebook that I would not bring 
up during a face-to-face conversation.

Note: All items with less than .250 communalities were dropped   

Research question 1: Factor structure of motives for sharing

Our first aim was to describe the underlying motivations of Face-
book usage. To identify these we have conducted an exploratory fac-
tor analysis (Principal Axis Factoring, Varimax) and then verify the 
results with a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which showed that 
the 4-factor model had a good fit: chi² (19)=23.039, p<.001, CFI=.924; 
TLI=.911; RMSEA=.062. The extracted four factors explained 57% of 
variance. Items having loadings over .32 in more than one factor, and/
or no loading over .32 in any of the factors were removed. 

Factor 1 contains items predominantly concerned with experi-
ence sharing. The item with the highest loading (.662) is “If something 
interesting happens, the first thing I do is share it on Facebook.” The 
eight items of Factor 2 have a clear focus on presenting ourselves in a 
positive light, so we labelled this factor as “positive self-presentation, 
popularity seeking.” The third factor composed of four items is related 
to overcoming loneliness and boredom. The fourth factor is related to 
information spreading and finding like-minded others.
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Table 4.

The factor structure of the motivations

loading
Eigen-
values

Variance 
(%)

Cronbach 
alpha

FACTOR 1. Experience sharing

If something interesting happens, the first 
thing I do is share it on Facebook. 

.662

3.332 13.885 .823

If something important has happened to 
me I feel like posting it.

.660

Even if I am busy I find time to share some-
thing that is important to me.

.538

I like to be among the first ones who share 
the latest news on Facebook.

.527  

If a certain event gives me a negative feel-
ing, sharing on Facebook helps to cope with 
it. 

.525

I am able to “let off steam” by sharing on 
Facebook.

.446

FACTOR 2. Positive self-presentation, popularity seeking

I find it important that my posts should re-
flect my positive side. 

.656

3.181 13.256 .827

I feel more popular if my posts receive a lot 
of likes. 

.641

Facebook gives us a great opportunity to 
form a positive picture about ourselves.

.575

I feel more popular if people can follow my 
activity on Facebook. 

.503

I  find it important that my Facebook posts 
describe my personality as much as pos-
sible.

.474

I usually share something because I am in-
terested in the feedback of others. 

.505

I feel that if I publish information about my-
self on Facebook, more people pay atten-
tion to it than in real life. 

.380

I am more likely to share matters that I 
know most people agree with, instead of 
presenting radical views.

.359
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FACTOR 3. Reducing loneliness and boredom

When I feel lonely it calms me down to think 
that I am never alone on Facebook.

.726

2.252 9.384 .807
When I feel alone it often helps me if I am 
active on Facebook.

.649

I share more content if I feel lonely. .547

If I am bored I post on Facebook more often. .387

FACTOR 4. Information spreading

The primary reason of sharing something is 
the wide dissemination of information.

.725

1.813 7.554 .703
I share information that could be important 
and interesting for a certain group of my 
friends. 

.677

Sharing is a great opportunity for staying in 
touch with like-minded people.

.505

Note: Two items were deleted due to low communalities. The factor scores were used for 

further analysis.

There were no gender or age differences concerning the motiva-
tions, or with regard to the relationship status. The number of Face-
book friends were positively correlated with experience sharing motiva-
tion (r=155, p<.05) and popularity seeking (r=165, p<.05).    

Clusters of Facebook sharers

Our next analysis examined whether there are patterns of mul-
tiple variables that are related to sharing. More specifically, we were 
interested in examining whether there were different types of groups 
defined by unique patterns of sharing on Facebook.

Therefore, we conducted k-means cluster analyses.  Clusters were 
generated on the basis of five variables: level of Facebook activity and 
the four motivations.  In the case of k-means cluster analysis, the num-
ber of clusters to be created is designated by the researcher.  We con-
ducted the analyses specifying between two and six clusters. The anal-
yses were re-run several times to examine their stability. The 5-cluster 
solution was the most stable one and also the most interpretable from 
a theoretical perspective. 
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In order to identify the differences between the clusters, chi square 
and analyses of variance (ANOVA) were conducted, and post hoc com-
parisons (Tukey) were used to examine the differences among groups. 
The differences between the clusters can be characterized briefly as 
follows. The members of Cluster 1 proved to be the most active group 
(M=1.3), they are willing to share private and public content as well, and 
their status updates are the most serious (M=1.07), such as events, 
links to articles or blogposts. Their mean age is the highest (M=28.05*) 
and they have a positive view of Facebook (M=.34). Among them were 
the most people, who admitted that anger was one of their reasons for 
sharing content. Their main motivations for posting on Facebook are to 
share experience and information, so we labelled them Information and 
experience sharers. The members of Cluster 2 can be named Popularity 
seekers, because their dominant motivations are experience sharing 
and popularity seeking. They are the youngest, and active on Facebook, 
but not as much as the first group (M=.32), they share mainly private 
contents and videos. They hold a positive attitude toward Facebook and 
have the largest number of Facebook friends. They admit to be some-
times dishonest on Facebook and that in some cases they prefer Face-
book to reality. Their sharings were mood-dependent, they stated that 
they share more content when they are either in good or bad mood. The 
people belonging to Cluster 3 are also young, they mostly share private 
content and use Facebook mainly for information sharing, but at the 
same time they scored significantly low on experience sharing (Infor-
mation sharers). The only outstanding property of Cluster 4 is that its 
members use Facebook sharing to reduce their loneliness (Loners). 
The last one is the Passive group: they have the least number of Face-
book friends, they hardly share content on Facebook, their attitude is 
the least positive toward Facebook, and they prefer reality to Facebook.  
This group has the most members living in a relationship. 

Table 5.
Properties of the 5 clusters

variables
Cluster 1 
(117 cases)

Cluster 2 
(65 cases)

Cluster 3
(174 cases)

Cluster 4
(86 cases)

Cluster 5
(205 cases)

Age 28.05 24.5 23.3 25.4 25.2
Gender (% of 
men)

45% 41% 33% 44% 45%

Activity 1.3 .32 -.27 -.004 -.61
Attitude .34 .36 -.01 .22 -.42
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Number of FB 
friends

542 622 522 557 450

Relationship 
status 
(% in relationship)

60% 47% 60% 63% 71%

Experience 
sharing

.84 .92 -.56 .04 -.33

Popularity 
seeking

-.18 1.55 .57 -.36 -.69

Reducing 
loneliness

-.51 .33 -.39 1.72 -.31

Information 
spreading

.60 -1.12 .64 .57 -.73

Videosharers .29 .34 -.09 -.09 -.13
Usual sharers .35 .55 -.07 .36 -.47
Serious content 
sharers

1.07 .33 -.21 .07 -.57

Dishonesty index .05 .57 -.06 -.05 -.13
Facebook vs. 
reality

.17 .77 -.06 .60 -.54

Private content .55 .63 -.16 .47 -.55
Public content .64 .2 -.15 .02 -.32

Note: ANOVA’s with post hoc Tukey

Predictors of Facebook sharing activity

In order to investigate the predictive power of all relevant variables, 
we conducted hierarchical multiple regressions. Predictors were divided 
into two distinct sets, in order to distinguish between the influence of de-
mographics and the other variables. Block 1 contained age, gender, and 
education. Block 2 consisted of general attitude toward Facebook, the four 
identified motivations and relationship status. To determine predictors for 
sharing, variables in Block 1 were entered. The model was statistically sig-
nificant (F(3, 621)=8.02, p<.001) but explained only 3% of the variance 
of sharing. Next, all the other variables were entered, which added 17% to 
the explanation of variance (R² Change=.166; F(9, 615)=17.414, p<.001), 
thus altogether 20.3% of variance were explained by the model. The results 
indicate that the degree of sharing activity was most influenced by Experi-
ence sharing (β=.292, p<.001), Information spreading (β=.21), and Popu-
larity seeking motivation (β=.107, p<.005). From Block 1, only age (β=.167, 
p<.001) remained significant in the second model. All the other entered 
variables e.g. attitude toward Facebook or gender had no predictive power. 
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Table 6.
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for variable predicting sharing 
activity on Facebook (N=706)

Variable
Model 1
B SE B β B SE B β

Age .022 .005 .187** .020 .004 .167**
Gender -.053 .080 -.026 -.048 .074 -.023
Education .010 .014 .028 .004 .013 .012
Attitude .065 .039 .065
Experience sharing .294 .038 .292**
Popularity seeking .108 .038 .107**
Loneliness reducing .042 .036 .042
Information spreading .203 .037 .205**
Relationship status .059 .077 .028
R2 .037 .166
F for change in R2 8.027** 17.414**

Discussion and conclusion

The popularity of Facebook raised a number of important ques-
tions regarding its functions, personality correlates, and social impact. 
Social scientists have begun conducting empirical research and while 
these studies play a vital role in understanding the underlying psycho-
logical processes of Facebook usage, they have their limitations as well: 
usually they do not reflect on the ever-changing nature of the platform, 
using horizontal approaches, disregarding cross-cultural aspects, or 
not taking the specialties of the different Facebook activities into ac-
count. Usually Facebook use is conceptualized as a homogeneous ac-
tivity, researchers do not differentiate between specific activities like 
poking, private messaging, checking on others, or updating own status. 

We have tried to avoid at least this latter trap by focusing on one 
specific Facebook activity: the purpose of our research was the social 
psychological examination of sharing. The importance of this kind of 
study can be underlined by the fact that this activity symbolizes offline 
interpersonal contacts, and it is the essential form of communication 
on social media platforms (John, 2012). 

Wilson et al. (2012) recommended five broad categories of re-
search questions to be used as a framework for further Facebook 
studies. These general categories can be implemented to our spe-
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cific topic in the forms of the following questions: (1) Who shares on 
Facebook? (2) Why do people share on Facebook? (3) How do people 
present themselves through their sharings? (4) How do shares (and 
the received likings) affect the relationships of users? (5) What kind of 
personal and sensitive information do people share on Facebook and 
why? In this paper we have attempted to find the answers to the first 
two questions.

According to our findings, Facebook serves four distinctive func-
tions. One of them is informational (Information spreading). Keeping 
oneself informed is one of the basic reasons for media use in general 
(Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 1974). Facebook can serve as a fast and ef-
fective way of getting and spreading information about specific people 
or society in general. Furthermore, this information is socially filtered, 
so the platform helps us overcome the massive overload of information 
that characterizes the rest of the internet. Two of the other motiva-
tions, experience sharing and minimizing loneliness, are related to the 
social nature of the platform. The former one integrates the sharing of 
positive experiences and the ventilation of negative emotions (Baek, 
Holton, Harp, & Yaschur, 2011). The latter motivation contains items 
related to minimizing loneliness and boredom. In previous literature 
these two were not necessarily connected so closely (e.g. Lampe, Elli-
son & Steinfield, 2008; Burke, Marlow, Lento, 2010). The last motivation 
reflects on the potential of Facebook in self-presentation, identity con-
struction and in the creation of popularity. This finding is in accordance 
with previous studies as they present this need as a very important fac-
tor in social media use (Wilson, Gosling, & Graham, 2012; Utz, Tanis & 
Vermeulen, 2012). 

It is reasonable to assume that the motivations mentioned above 
may describe different people to a different extent. We have tried to 
identify the profiles of distinct Facebook users based on their sharing 
motivations. The most populous group, the Passives were the least ac-
tive, they hardly shared anything on Facebook. It would be interesting 
to know whether they simply use Facebook less in general, or whether 
they are “lurkers,” and prefer more passive activities (such as monitor-
ing others’ profiles). Some recent studies showed that the active and 
passive activities can lead to very different consequences (Burke, Mar-
low & Lento, 2010). The second largest group in our sample was the 
Information sharers, who only shared private content on Facebook and 
did not do it very frequently. They must clearly be distinguished from 
our other group, the Information and experience sharers, because, de-
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spite having similarly high level of informational motivations, the Infor-
mation sharers scored really low on experience sharing. They can also 
be described by a strong need to be popular, so it can be assumed that 
presenting themselves as well-informed and knowledgeable is a way to 
reach that popularity. The next group, the Information and experience 
sharers proved to be the most active users, sharing both private and 
public content. Unlike the previous group, their main motivating factor 
for sharing is not the longing to be popular; in part their informational 
needs are driven by a negative emotion, anger. The fourth cluster con-
tained the so-called Loners, whose main motivation for sharing con-
tent was to reduce their boredom and loneliness. These users were the 
youngest and they expressed a clear preference toward Facebook com-
pared to reality. This may indicate a form of social anxiety, so this group 
may be considered as a vulnerable one. The primary reason of Popular-
ity seekers for sharing was to paint a better picture of themselves. In 
order to fulfil this, they admitted to post not entirely true information 
about themselves. The members of this group were young and had the 
largest number of Facebook friends. As their concern about privacy can 
be overridden by their urge to be popular which may lead to overshar-
ing, this group should also be viewed as vulnerable.

We have also identified the variables which most successfully pre-
dicted sharing behavior. According to our results, the need for sharing 
information and experiences has the greatest impact, followed by the 
need for popularity. It is unsurprising that for our mainly young sample 
the feeling of loneliness was not (yet) the biggest motivating force.

Amongst the limits of generalizability of our research the com-
position of our sample can be mentioned (mainly university students). 
The online data collection technique may also lead to biased results, as 
well as the self-reporting nature of the questionnaire, as social desir-
ability bias cannot be filtered out.

Despite the abovementioned deficiencies, our questionnaire has 
proved to be a good instrument to reveal motivational factors and to 
draw the profiles of users. In future research it can be used to examine 
more specifically targeted samples. The questionnaire is also appropri-
ate for identifying vulnerable user groups, allowing educators to de-
velop interventions preventing sharing-related problems such as over-
sharing or cyberbullying. We would also like to conduct further research 
to explore personality correlates of sharing, reveal cross-cultural dif-
ferences, and study the motivational background of other Facebook 
activities like poking or liking.
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Facebook as a New Layer oF the INterNet

K r z y s z t o f  G a j e w s K i
Polish Academy of Science

Paul Levinson lists Facebook, along with the 
blogosphere, wikipedia, youtube, Myspace, 
Digg and twitter, as a new “new medium.” 
there is no doubt that that is true, but only 
part of a whole truth. From a technical point 
of view the Internet consists of few layers, 
starting from the layer of physical medium 
as cables and routers, ending with the ap-
plication layer that lets us chat, read emails 
or view internet sites. Global popularity of 
Facebook, giving an easy way not only to 
share content, but also to integrate exter-
nal sites with it, brought about nowadays a 
new layer of the global network — a meta-
application layer. after Microsoft, apple, and 
Google, the company makes a following el-
ement in the chain of commercial agents 
that gradually formed the way we use com-
puter mediated communication today. this 
“facebookisation” of the Internet has sev-
eral cultural ramifications, some of which I 
would like to examine in my paper. 
one of them could be a claim that it finally 
put into practice the idea of web 2.0 and 
spread it into masses. even though such 
technical possibilities existed already for 
a long time, it has never been so easy to 
create someone’s own site (in a form of a 
fan-page) or just embed a discussion fo-

rum provided by Facebook at an external 
site. Facebook provided easy tools to cre-
ate a secondary social net over primary net 
of www. In henry Jenkins’ terms one could 
utter that the threshold of participation has 
finally gotten low enough. therefore, almost 
all currently created internet sites make 
part of truly interactive network of web 2.0, 
allowing for fully bilateral communication. 
one of the consequences of the latter hap-
pened to be something we could call an 
“eruption of privacy,” an avalanche of pass-
port-like photos accompanied by names 
and surnames and other personal data, a 
genuine great book of faces, a census. this 
fact alone has a lot of exciting effects; I’d 
deeper get into two of them. 
the first one could express sententiously: if 
you are not public, you are not reliable. 
the second one, paradoxically enough, is 
that the principle “Make it all public!”, im-
posed by a big companies, gives a pow-
erful arm to fight with big companies. 
since everything and everyone must be 
on Facebook, that from its essence yields 
two-sided, symmetrical communication 
channels, every user can speak with a big 
company and the company spokesman has 
no choice but to answer it in a proper way.

keywords: internet, new media, facebook, web 2.0, privacy
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The paper proposes and discusses a thesis that Facebook, an Inter-
net social network, apparently a tool to maintain contact with friends 
and to look for new friends, became much more than yet another web 
service. It deeply changed the way we use global network today. It be-
came a new genuine layer of the Internet, an overlay on World Wide 
Web, an entrance to the Web, and a repository of elements to make 
websites of. The term facebookization will be introduced to designate 
a general trend of embedding Facebook content into external sites, of 
using Facebook approach in creating web applications, of functioning 
in virtual spaces in a context of one’s social environment under one’s 
real name.

The Layer Structure of the Network

To explicate this statement we must start at the beginning with the 
question: what is the Internet? For the needs of this paper we can stick 
to a very simple, even simplistic definition that Internet is a network of 
computers, letting every two of them connect in order to exchange data. 
This definition is not as bad as it seems at first sight. It describes such 
numerous ways of usage of global network, like FTP service, allowing 
to access files on a remote disk, electronic mail, VoIP technologies like 
Skype or Google Talk, WWW sites, and lot of other applications. Such a 
variety of global network services is possible, because it consists of sev-
eral layers (Requirements for Internet Hosts, 1989). These are: 

1. Link Layer
2. Internet Layer
3. Transport Layer
4. Application Layer
Link Layer is a material base (such as cables and routers), which 

makes sending and receiving information possible. Internet Layer, for 
instance IP, is a set of standards which allows identifying precisely and 
unequivocally a particular node of the network such as a single com-
puter. Transport Layer, like TCP, provides protocol allowing for sending 
and receiving information through network, divided into packets. On 
the top of all of the abovementioned layers of protocols and standards 
there is an application layer, like FTP, IRC, IMAP, SMTP, HTTP that lets 
users to profit from popular internet services like remote file accessing, 
chat, mail, WWW sites, and many others. 

From a common point of view the latter standard, namely World 
Wide Web, is often perceived as the Internet as such. However, it is, 
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as we can say, just another layer, built over the application layer, using 
HTTP protocol. There is no doubt it revolutionized the use of the global 
network, taking it out of big companies and universities to the hands of 
people. WWW, along with graphical browsers like Mosaic, gave a possi-
bility of browsing Internet resources in graphic mode, whereas formerly 
this was possible only in the so called text mode, when pictures could 
be accessed only with help of a special software. With WWW both text 
and images can be accessed directly, according to WYSIWYG principle 
(What You See Is What You Get), which means that what you see on 
the screen will be seen in a printed copy, a final product of informa-
tion processing. This became possible thanks to formulation of HTML 
along with HTTP specification by Tim Barners-Lee, which gave a way to 
code in a plain text all the multimedia content, everything we can see at 
browser windows. In consequence, global network has spread to mass-
es, as the threshold of participation (Jenkins, 2006) got low enough. 
It is much easier, it demands less technical experience to use graphic 
interface of WWW than software handling FTP, Telnet, or IRC protocols. 
It was WWW that led to the creation of Web 1.0 in the mid-nineties. 

From Unilateral to Bilateral Communication 

Contrarily to such media as radio and television, Internet from its 
very beginnings offered symmetrical, bilateral communication: one 
was able to both send and receive emails and actively participate in 
chat conversation. Nonetheless, even for using email one needs an 
electronic mailbox and a place on a server, what was a huge barrier in 
the early stage computer mediated communication development. The 
first companies offering free mailboxes appeared in the late nineties. 
The technology of WWW was much easier to deal with. For receiving 
content in the form of a HTML site one needs only a personal computer 
with an Internet connection. Still, in this case even higher barriers exist 
as far as creating someone’s own message is concerned. One must be 
provided with not only an access to a WWW server, but also with a suf-
ficient knowledge of HTML and HTTP specifications. Such technologi-
cal conditions determined the content of WWW in this epoch. Web 1.0 
consisted mostly of sites of some institutions, the “early adopters” of 
Internet technology, and of a growing number of personal home pages, 
created mostly by faculty of university departments of math and natu-
ral sciences, the first computer users. However, after the invention of 
WWW and creating the first browsers allowing the display of online con-
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tent in graphical form, Internet technology mushroomed and knocked 
to houses of thousands of users. In Poland since 1996 one needed only 
a personal computer with a cheap internal modem to connect to the 
global Internet network with a phone line at the cost of a local call. Still, 
as it was remarked already, for a great bulk of this first WWW genera-
tion Internet was strictly a unilateral way of communication. There were 
a lot of exceptions like email, IRC, MUDs, and other services that existed 
earlier than WWW and in the time when WWW came, i.e. in the early 
nineties, and these had already been in use for decades. But after the 
invention of WWW it gained a status of “the whole Internet,” what can 
be partly justified. Most of “old” Internet services, like IRC, discussion 
groups got marginalized, whereas these flourishing emails, mailing 
lists etc. have been integrated in structure of WWW.   

The first generation of WWW users was able to access a content 
already published online, but creating and publish one’s own content 
was limited to professional computer science professionals, who used 
computer technology at work, or hobbyists, who sacrificed their time 
to learn how to write a computer code. Thus, WWW technology was, 
in its early stages, far from being bilateral and provided mostly a one-
way communication. Everyone could watch the content of an internet 
site, but only few could change it. Anyway, almost from the beginning 
there existed some elements that allowed some readers’ intervention, 
like guest books or commentaries. Thanks to that, every person could 
publish his or her message publicly, but it was still very far from creat-
ing someone’s own complex and comprehensive message like a WWW 
site. So, taking part in a public online conversation became easy and 
accessible for everyone (with an Internet connection), but proposing 
an autonomic message like a WWW site was still somehow elitist, in 
the sense that it necessitated quite a big amount of time to get deeper 
into technology. 

This stage of development of the global network one can identify 
with Web 1.0. It strikingly resembles medieval and antique manuscript 
culture. At that time there was a group of professional writers (slaves, 
priests, monks) who almost monopolized this activity, even though a 
much broader group of educated people was able to read written docu-
ments. But even this broader group of readers was limited to the Res 
publica literaria of the educated class. The situation changed after the 
invention of the printing press. Written communication flourished, be-
came popular in every social strata, even the poorest and less educated 
people were using writing documents in the form of a calendar. One can 
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say that this was the moment when mass culture was born. Still, this 
medium of communication did not provide any ways to send a message 
in return; there existed strict borders between writers and readers. The 
only single way to send a return message was a commentary on the 
margin of a manuscript or a printed book. Of course, the audience to 
receive this kind of message was rather limited. 

This situation was quite analogous to the Internet in the nineties. 
There existed a thick line between senders and receivers of a HTML 
message. A reader could at best have left his or her commentary, like 
his or her middle age predecessor. Nevertheless, there was a differ-
ence: every commentary left by an Internet user in the nineties of the 
20th century could be visible almost at no cost by every other person on 
the Earth. The audience was potentially unlimited.

In this way a gradual and continuous transition from Web 1.0 to 
Web 2.0 was taking place (O’Reilly, 2005; Cormode & Krishnamurthy, 
2008). It was gradual and continuous because programmers tried to 
simplify the process of creating a site of one’s own, and, therefore, to 
ease the sending of a message from the very start of WWW technology. 
Among others it is for this purpose of Internet that social networks ap-
peared. One of them was Geocities. Founded in 1994, it allowed every 
registered user to put on his or her own site for free in one of a “neigh-
borhoods” (29 Neighborhoods, 1996). At the moment of shooting down 
Geocities there were 38 millions of individual pages (Shechmeister, 
2009). 

Geocities users saw almost no limits to the form and content of 
their sites. Paradoxically enough, this fact contributed to the elitism of 
the service. On the one hand, creating a site was still relatively difficult 
(necessary knowledge of HTML), on the other hand, basically not every 
one had an idea what she or he could publish online, even though it was 
free and easy. Other social services came out, some of them propos-
ing a stricter format of sites to be created. Hence, the idea of a profile 
came out. It was the direct descendant of one of the most popular In-
ternet genres of the nineties – the personal web pages. This very fea-
ture, quite paradoxically, made this type of social service accessible for 
the broader public. Not everyone has a hobby he or she could present 
on a website, but everyone has a unique personality he or she can pres-
ent online, using photos and text descriptions. 

And this is the place where Facebook comes to light. It offers a 
possibility of creating a personal website (a profile), equipped with all 
necessary functionalities, such as: photo albums, list of friends, per-
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sonal data. All these features existed already. For example, the list 
of friends comes from one of typical part of a personal homepage: 
“Links.” It was a place where URLs of similar sites made by friends were 
grouped. A typical practice was the “exchanging of links,” mutual link-
ing, in nowadays social networks this functions in the form of adding 
someone to “Friends.” So, none of these functionalities were invented 
by Facebook. The invention of Facebook was making it as easy to cre-
ate as possible. Again, Jenkins’s threshold of participation was lowered 
(Jenkins, 2006). 

The transition form Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 can also be described 
with Paul Levinson’s term “new new media” (Levinson, 2009). Under 
this term he gathers such kinds of media as blogs, Facebook, Youtube, 
Digg, Twitter, MySpace, SecondLife, and Wikipedia. All these internet 
services have in common their social dimension, on all of them users 
can create an account and add personal information. Also, all of these 
media implement in practice the idea of the user-generated content, i. 
e., their proprietors and creators provide only a technological platform 
and leave it empty, encouraging users to fill it with their own content. 
At first the idea did not seem very impressive, but strangely enough in 
such a way a lot of useful and huge databases were given birth. For in-
stance, Wikipedia already became the biggest encyclopedia published 
ever.1.  Thanks to Facebook a database with hundreds of millions of re-
cords of personal data was brought about. The company not only did 
not pay a cent for all of it, but even earned billions of dollars on its cre-
ation. These examples show the power of crowdsourcing and wisdom 
of crowds (Surowiecki, 2004) that, appropriately managed, are able to 
achieve goals extremely difficult or even impossible for one single, even 
the biggest company. Welcome to the world of participatory culture! 

One of the key notions of Jenkins’s theory of participatory culture 
is the threshold of participation, which can be high, if a technology in 
question, because of its complicity, requires special training before it 
can be used, or low, when one does not need special capabilities to deal 
with it. At first the threshold of full, active participation in WWW was 
quite high, it has been getting lower, though, during the following years, 
and with the oncoming of Levinson’s new new media it got low enough 
as to let a global participatory culture emerge. One could say that the 
last step in lowering the threshold of participation was Facebook, since 

1 The bare text of English Wikipedia (excluding pictures) would take 2000 volumes of 
Britannica size up (state for 2014, May 14). 
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this was the service that reached so many users as no any other ser-
vices before. And only after Facebook’s online revolution every person, 
every internet user is able, in a quick and simple way, to create his or 
her own website with all necessary features. Bilateral WWW communi-
cation became a fact. 

A New Layer of Facebook

Thanks to its global popularity Facebook grew into something 
more than one of the most visited websites on the Internet. A layer 
structure of Internet was presented above that consisted of Link, Inter-
net, Transport, and Application Layer. Marcin Jagodziński, a Polish poet, 
internet activist, and entrepreneur stated on his blog entitled “Netto” 
that nowadays a new layer is appearing. He wrote this in 2011, when 
Facebook issued social plugins that could be embedded at external 
sites, such as the “Like it,” or the “Share” button. In such a way every 
external site can be connected to Facebook, or, rather, Facebook can 
be connected to every other site. Such as in the 90s most of Internet 
resources were accessible through WWW, in our times most of Internet 
transfer comes from FB, so it is in the best interest of any company to 
be connected to it.  

Jagodziński differentiates three types of content in regard to their 
proximity to FB. Internal FB pages created by users, such as profiles, 
and fan-pages belong to the first class of services, they are closest to 
the FB website. The second class of services is FB applications, created 
by external companies that exist on the border of two worlds. External 
pages connected to FB with social plugins, embedding their content on 
their sites make the third class. All of these types of entities contribute 
to the FB Network bringing a new layer of the Internet about. 

But this is not the whole story. The next step was Facebook Con-
nect, an application that lets a FB user to login to external services 
with his or her FB account. In such a way one can use his or her FB 
account as a universal identity in the Internet. If this tendency keeps 
going, logging to FB becomes a common way to start browsing Internet 
resources, as till then opening a browser window was. First we will need 
to login to our FB account and only then we will be able to access all the 
other online contents. 

In such a way FB became a “neutral” medium. It is not anymore 
one of the “fashionable” internet social networks. It is, at the moment, 
the most effective way of producing an internet site both for private 
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and for professional needs. Also, having an FB account becomes a nec-
essary condition to full-fledged browsing of Internet as such. One of 
the potential dangers of the fact that FB can now be treated as a layer 
of the whole Internet, as Jagodziński remarks, is that, contrarily to pre-
vious, lower-level layers, which were open standards, elaborated by the 
community, FB is a private property. Consequently, the idea of Internet 
as a common good for the first time in the history of this media is not 
valid anymore. 

This evolution of FB, from a “fashionable” social network to a layer 
of Internet could be symbolized by a break in the public relation strategy 
of the graffiti artist, Banksy. For a long time in the “Questions” division 
of his website banksy.co.uk the artist was assuring his fans: “I’m not 
on facebook or twitter.” However, the situation changed. Since January 
2014 the website of the artist is functioning in a limited way, showing 
a blank page or just a static picture, whereas the artist moved all his 
network activity to Facebook, Instagram, Youtube, and Tumblr. Given 
the anti-capitalist and anti-consumerist messages Banksy transmits 
through his works, one must imply that the above-mentioned web ser-
vices became for him as ideologically neutral as the Internet by itself is. 

Many Faces of Facebookization 

The phenomenon described above one can name “facebookiza-
tion.” This neologism is used in two ways. First of all, in transitive form, 
thus expecting an object (e.g. the facebookization of yahoo, twitter, and 
so on.). In this case it means something similar to, let us say, vulcaniza-
tion, or balkanization. It is the name of an activity exercised on a partic-
ular object leading to a deep, fundamental modification of its charac-
teristic or structure. Secondly, one can meet a form “facebookization” 
with no object, therefore designating a phenomenon existing indepen-
dently of any other entity.2 

Janet Fouts, a social media couch, writes about the facebookiza-
tion of Twitter. She means by it a possibility of including some Face-
book content into the Twitter site, and, conversely, Twitter content into 
Facebook website, with the help of some special softwares. She is quite 
skeptic as far as this idea is concerned, motivating her doubts by differ-

2 It is worth noting that the term was coined to describe a phenomenon pretty analogous 
to McDonaldization (Ritzer, 2004). However, getting deeper into this remark exceeds the 
frames of this paper.  
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ent ways of using both services: Twitter for professional and Facebook 
for private goals. Consequently, she expresses concerns about the 
lack of control on the range the information she put online is acces-
sible, what is caused by the simplicity of re-publishing a content. For 
instance, one can post something on Facebook just for friends, but if it 
will be retweeted, it may be publicly visible (Fouts, n.d.). 

An anonymous blogger analyzing the phenomenon of face-
bookization of Yahoo, points out, on the one hand, the redesigning of 
the Yahoo layout so as to incorporate Facebook content, and, on the 
other hand, Yahoo copying the idea of letting third part companies and 
independent developers to create applications to integrate into the Ya-
hoo platform (Facebookization of Yahoo, 2009). The very idea of such 
a model of web services that incorporates external applications into its 
site comes, according to the blogger, with Facebook and is perceived as 
a Facebook solution, hence, as an element of facebookization.  

Meanings of the term in question enumerated so far can be classi-
fied as technical, since they concern functionalities of internet servic-
es. A quite different sense is attributed to the term “facebookization” 
by the anonymous author of “The Majalla: The Leading Arab Magazine,” 
who quoted Mark Zuckerberg explaining the term as “A shift from the 
wisdom of crowds, to the wisdom of friends” (Mark Zuckerberg, 2011). 
He recalls here the notion of James Surowiecki (Surowiecki, 2004), who 
indicates that the crowd can think and act in a manner more intelligent 
than every person constituting it. It is worth mentioning that the idea 
of wisdom of crowds, or smart mobs (Rheingold, 2003) contradicts the 
long sociological tradition of the harsh critic of intellectual capabilities 
of masses, a tradition started by Gustave Le Bon and his La psychologie 
des foules. According to Le Bon, the crowd is run by irrational instincts 
and emotions, thus it is less rational than the individuals it is made of. 
Surowiecki and Rheingold base their investigations on a notion of col-
lective intelligence, which emerges when a collective of subjects act in 
an appropriately organized way, so as to manifest intelligent behavior, 
sometimes more intelligent and rational than the wisest person from 
the collective. An example of wisdom of crowds can be Wikipedia that 
proves its utility every day for millions of users, even though it provides 
content created by an unqualified, unpaid crowd of amateurs. 

What Zuckerberg points at with the notion of “wisdom of friends” 
is, in the words of the author of “The Majalla,” a “contextualization of 
the Internet.” This term has several important ramifications. Some of 
them will be discussed below. If one can easily see what was “liked” 
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by other people, it can help him or her in his or her own estimation of 
qualities of the object in question. Robert Cialdini names this “Social 
Prof Principle” (Cialdini, 2001). Certainly, this principle will work much 
stronger if peoples’ behaviors we are keeping an eye on happen to be 
of people we know, which we call our friends. We presume we can trust 
our friends (even if they are only virtual friends) more then any random, 
unknown person. Yet, another Cialdini’s principle comes into play, what 
he names “Liking.” We tend to believe and trust much easily people who 
are like us, who are similar to ourselves, than persons, who are effec-
tively or even apparently different from us. One can presume that in 
most of the cases we subconsciously assume that our friends are like 
us (even if it is not true). 

There is no ground to doubt that using a circle of friends as an 
extended mind one could solve some problems faster and more effec-
tively then alone or even profiting from “wisdom of crowds” material-
ized, for instance, in a form of a public, anonymous forum. It would be 
really useful and interesting to try determining what kind of problems 
could there be. Nevertheless, at the present moment the easy way of 
communication with big groups of friends leads to intensive spamming 
with content worthless for anyone other than the author, concerning 
his or her private life, telling her or his own story of her or his own life. 
As Time’s journalist, Richard Stengel remarked in his justification as to 
why Mark Zuckerberg was chosen the Time Person of the Year 2010:  
“All social media involve a mixture of narcissism and voyeurism” (Sten-
gel, 2010). 

One class of problem Zuckerberg’s “wisdom of friends” can assur-
edly help to solve is the consumer’s problem: What kind of holiday to 
choose, which party, concert, lecture, exposition to go, what to eat and 
where? All these questions concentrate on one big question, namely: 
What style of life to choose? The numbers of “Like it!” propose a one-
dimensional scale allowing to compare every two units of style of life, 
let it be holidays, a dinner, a singer, a hotel, a restaurant, an electronic 
gadget, a movie, a song. But in this case, it is quite difficult to see in the 
“wisdom of friends” anything more than a force of conformism and a 
need to acquire visible signs of group identification. 
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High and Low Contexts

There is also something else hidden behind the words of the anony-
mous author of “The Majalla.” The term “contextualization” may also lead 
us to a theory of Edward Hall, namely that of high and low context com-
munication (Hall, 1976). Hall perceives two types of cultures, according 
to the dominant model of communication that can be either of high, or 
of low context. High context communication is typical of cultures whose 
members share a relatively lot of common background knowledge and, 
hence, have fairly good insight into their interlocutor’s intentions. In such 
a communicational situation one does not need too many words to deliv-
er a message. We can figure out a conversation between two old friends, 
in which they do not need to explain a lot to understand each other. Quite 
the contrary happens in the case of complete strangers, with no prior 
mutual knowledge of one about the other. They would be supposed to 
formulate their messages in an unequivocal, elaborated manner, so 
that there would be as few various interpretations of the statements as 
possible. The context is low, so all the necessary information should be 
contained in a particular message. The rule is simple: the higher com-
mon context, the more concise the message can be, and, conversely, the 
lower context, the more detailed message should be formulated under 
the threat of bilateral misunderstanding. 

As one can easily perceive, these terms form a couple of relative 
expressions. One example of the communication act can be of high-
er context than another one (for instance, conversation between two 
French strangers vs. a conversation between a French and a German), 
but there can be still another one, of lower context than the latter (a 
conversation between a French and a Chinese) of higher context than 
the former (a conversation between two French old friends).  

Prima facie computer mediated communication exemplifies low-
context communication. It is of much lower context then any face-to-
face conversation. A typical example of computer mediated communi-
cation  (CMC), such as email or chat room, reduces the whole person 
to his/her body and all its possible ways of expression like speaking, 
mimic, gestures, and other forms of body language to the electronic 
text displayed on the screen, immaterial, ephemeral, devoid of individ-
uality, being just a light. What lasts, is sheer language compressed to 
the form possibly abstract and general, to a chain of bare oppositions 
of phonemes. 
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In terms of Yves Winkin’s anthropology of communication, face-
to-face conversation embodies a model of an orchestra, whereas CMC 
represents a model of a telegraph (Winkin, 1996). Winkin enumerates 
several features of the telegraph model, such as, necessary activity of 
coding and decoding, exchanging roles of sender and receiver. Tele-
graph-type communication is verbal, rational, voluntary, intentional, 
conscious, can be effective or disturbed. It is deprived of context. This 
model of the telegraph originates from the theory of information and 
was based on the ideas of Claude E. Shannon. The  orchestral model 
of communication (inspired mostly by the writings of Ray Birdwhistell, 
but also of Edward Sapir and Edward T. Hall) underlines a fact that ev-
ery act of communication is included into a higher-level general so-
cial communication, can be both verbal and nonverbal. It is not always 
intentional, but functions as an element of the continuous stream of 
communication, expresses dynamics of social life, cannot be, there-
fore, assessed from a point of view of effectiveness or correctness. 
Orchestral model introduces high context established by all the condi-
tions a process of communication is going on. 

Now, let us come back to the remark on the contextualization 
of the Network as one aspect of facebookization. Creating one’s pro-
file, universal for all network services and containing huge amount 
of personal data, thus incarnating an electronic, internet personality, 
increases the context of communication. It is still no as context-rich 
as traditional face-to-face discussion, but it provides a much higher 
context than a simple anonymous email or chat. Winkin’s metaphor of 
orchestra describes the Facebook model of communication fairly well. 
Wall and timeline create a complex environment of nonlinear commu-
nication, a genuine stream of different semiotic objects, verbal, visual, 
and acoustic, posted with no special intention to communicate any-
thing to any particular receiver, can be seen as pure expressions of 
someone’s momentary state of mind and feelings. 

Summarizing the current part of the analysis one can state that 
the Facebook layer of the Internet makes the level of context of net-
work communication grow, with all advantages and disadvantages of 
this fact. 
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Next Step to the Global Village?

Figure out a person watching a street through a surveillance cam-
era, therefore, seeing all pedestrians, cars etc. on a computer screen. 
So far, there is nothing exceptional in this picture, nowadays it is a com-
mon practice to analyze a city’s monitoring records. But, suddenly, we 
realize that over the faces of pedestrians appearing on the screen their 
names are displayed, so that the person watching the video stream can 
learn people’s personal data in the real time. Science fiction? Not at 
all. Experiments from 2011 show that through using a web cam, face-
recognition software, and publicly accessible Facebook data one could 
identify, in no longer than three seconds, 32% of students walking on 
campus (Shaw, 2012, p. 169). Construing such a system intentionally, 
let us say, for the need of the police or the secret service would con-
sume an enormous amount of time and money, assuming it was pos-
sible at all. Meanwhile, it came true unnoticeably, moreover, it is cheap 
and accessible to everyone. Such a system emerged accidentally, as a 
fortuitous consequence of an activity undertaken for a completely dif-
ferent purpose. 

This phenomenon has not been predicted by visionaries or writers 
in historical visions of the future of the civilization. George Orwell in 
1984 describes a world of total invigilation, but his idea, “Big Brother is 
watching,” was implemented by show-business, rather than by politi-
cal forces. Loss of privacy seemed to Orwell a fundamental feature of 
a totalitarian system and was introduced by force by the government 
of Oceania. History showed that it can also be a part of democracy, 
since there are a lot of people who are eager to “lose” their privacy, as 
it means gain of fame and becoming a celebrity. TV shows, such as “Big 
Brother,” recruit their candidates to become objects of invigilation from 
thousands of volunteers. 

Now, this mechanism of making someone’s private life public got 
mechanized, thanks to the development of computer mediated com-
munication. Every second millions of Facebook users upload thousands 
of photos and publish information documenting their everyday life, in-
cluding the most intimate elements like romantic relations, a childbirth 
etc. Privacy settings, such as limiting visibility of one’s content only to 
a group of friends does not matter too much. As researches show, 72% 
of Facebook users accept invitations from strangers (Lemieux, 2012). 

All these private contents, building high context of communication, 
make McLuhan’s vision of the Global Village consequently approaching 



46

reality, maybe not exactly in McLuhan’s original understanding of this 
term.  For him the Global Village was a realm of secondary orality, tribal 
state of consciousness, and tradition-directed cultural type (McLu-
han, 1962). To the situation brought about by Facebook, i. e. gathering 
personal data and making it publicly available, a concept of Ferdinand 
Tönnies can be applied. He introduces and opposes one against the 
other the notions of community (Gemeinschaft) and society (Gesell-
schaft) (Tönnies, 1957). The former could be exemplified by a group of 
people living in one small village, where everyone knows everyone else 
and a new face appears only exceptionally. The latter is instantiated by 
a big city, the inhabitant of which every day meets a lot of strangers, 
individuals, he or she has never met before and will never meet in the 
future. Now, Facebook data and face-recognition software let us rec-
ognize humans randomly met in a public place. This is a new technol-
ogy, which extends human’s capabilities and serves as an extension of 
man, to recall another of McLuhan’s concepts (McLuhan, 1964). In this 
way our social environment transforms into a village community, with 
its personal, non-anonymous social interaction, even though mediated 
through an electronic social network.  

At this moment one starts to feel that his or her own presence 
on Facebook is necessary. It concerns both individual and institutional 
bodies. Maintaining a company fan-page may help in communication 
with customers and in marketing, as it may increase consumers’ inter-
est in a brand (Snell, 2010).  This is quite obvious, since if a consumer 
“likes” a fan-page he or she may receive notification on his or her wall 
from the company, what is a form of publicity, moreover, publicity in-
tentionally demanded by a consumer. “Facebook is now a corporate 
necessity,” announces an independent media specialist in 2010 (Snell, 
2010). 

Also an individual person may perceive her/his presence on Face-
book as a necessity. One of the obvious reasons to “be on” Facebook 
is to have access to information, often interesting for a broad public, 
like cultural or political events, but accessible only for registered and 
logged users. There are other reasons as well, like “to be socially con-
nected,” and “get the opinion of others,” as a user of Yahoo Answers 
enumerates (Is facebook a necessity to your social life?, n.d.).  Another 
user complains that without having a Facebook account it is almost 
impossible to get to know new people, since almost every one asks for 
a Facebook account in order to stay in contact (Is Facebook a necessity 
now?, n.d.). Yet, another one person confesses: “I read some articles 
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that pick on people without a facebook page and make them look like 
psychopaths...” and remarks that she personally have been called “an-
ti-social, a motherf****r, and such,” after saying she has no Facebook 
account (Is facebook and twitter a necessity?, n.d.). 

Nevertheless, opinions are contradictory. Someone comments on 
the question about a necessity of having a Facebook account in such a 
way: “Me & My boyfriend both deleted ours because it was destroying 
our relationship” (Is Facebook a necessity now?, n.d.). Another partici-
pant of a discussion conducted on Yahoo Answers characterizes Face-
book as it follows: “it is a place where you can be fake, rude, bullied, and 
above all noise […] it starts rumors that leads to gossip” (Is Facebook 
a necessity now?, n.d.). In a Polish movie entitled Suicide Room (2011) 
by Jan Komasa, a teenager kills himself after being bullied by his friends 
on the wall of an internet social network, similar to Facebook.

Anyway, as far as business purposes are concerned, according to 
the quoted words of George F. Snell, Facebook is now a corporate ne-
cessity and this thesis does not seem too extravagant, when we realize 
that roughly all the companies, very often even these smallest ones, 
like shops and bars, have their own Facebook websites, which are open 
to every Facebook user who feels free to write anything on it. “Before 
Facebook” the websites of companies rarely provided a functionality of 
public, open discussion. The reason was rather obvious: if anyone can 
write anything, such a public wall may become a place of information 
very easily, whose publication would not be in the properly understood 
interest of the company. Social media can be a danger for PR. 

At the same time, bilateral, two-way communication provided by 
social media can be a powerful tool in negotiations of someone’s own 
consumer rights with big corporations. Jakub Górnicki, a Polish blogger 
and a media activist, won a fight against a phone corporation that did 
not transferred his old number to its network in due time.  He published 
a photo of him and his partner with a paperboard saying “Don’t transfer 
your number to the company NN, we are waiting for 4 days already.” 
Other Facebook users supported Jakub’s protest, so that the negative 
comment flooded the company’s fan-page. A competitive company XX 
got involved in the discussion, but quickly it also got some critical com-
ments from its consumers, describing unpleasant cases concerning 
XX. The whole discussion took few hours and was closed by a spokes-
man of NN, who posted his photo with a paperboard saying “Jakub, your 
number is in NN. Now, sorry for the delay, NN. Spokesman” (Jak wygrać 
z dużą korporacją?, 2012). The blogger confirmed the information. In 
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such way a social media crisis was averted. Management of social me-
dia crisis became nowadays an important part of PR know-how (Baer, 
n.d.). Today a company looking for customers has no choice but to “be 
on” Facebook and to maintain an unceasing discussion with them in 
proper manner. 

Method 

The approach represented above in the paper is mostly specula-
tive and theoretical, however, based on a set of empirical data, such 
as case studies.  One can indicate three types of materials used as a 
base for reflection. First of all, it is technical documentation concerning 
Internet standards and content published by managers of internet ser-
vices. Second group of sources were publications of professional media 
theoreticians, journalists, and academics,  third – all the spectrum of 
texts of participatory culture, such as internet comments, blogs, dis-
cussion posts, provided useful examples of cases to study and explan-
atory statements. 

The third part of sources may seem at first sight fairly disputable. 
Probably no one is going to undermine the value of beliefs and judg-
ment of a professional published on his or her scientific blog, in spite of 
the fact that this is a case of self-publication. In this situation an extra-
network recognition or an official status of a person in question can 
guarantee a quality of the opinion published and its value as a source. 
But how can one ground a theoretical, academic reflection on opinions 
of random, often anonymous people who publish their loose thoughts 
on Yahoo Answers or as a Facebook comment? 

So far, this kind of content, apparently the most abundant in the 
global network when researched, is an object of quantitative investiga-
tion in most cases. Such an approach is justified by a big amount of 
data if one is dealing in this kind of research with. Nowadays, a method 
of content analysis (e.g. Krippendorff, 2004) is applied here almost en-
tirely. It is extremely useful, since it can help to analyze a huge corpus 
of examples. Procedures based on key words allow the usage of a soft-
ware helping to measure specific features of texts collected. Yet, one 
single example of a user statement is invisible for this methodology. To 
grasp a voice of an individual one could use tools of discourse analysis, 
looking for unexpressed presumptions and frames of categories the 
outlook of a speaker is situated within. We need to devote to the read-
ing of a message of every internet user, even anonymous, the same or 
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even bigger amount of attention as we do when dealing with a scien-
tific paper. Very often in human history amateur thinkers demonstrated 
much deeper views in a state of things than state institutions scien-
tists. Mostly unheard till now, at the present moment wise amateurs 
gain a way to express their opinions in the global electronic network. 
Andrew Keen’s laments on the destructive influence of the Internet on 
the traditional human culture can be calmed by showing how global 
networks provide new possibilities of development of culture and sci-
ence (Keen, 2007). One of the main presumptions of the participatory 
culture paradigm is a thesis that a global process of knowledge cre-
ation can be partly outsourced to actors independent of institutional 
structures that traditionally used to be “ivory towers,” accessible only 
to officially “baptized” professionals, a cast of scientists employed by 
universities and academies. The relics of this state of things are closed, 
expensive, full-text scientific databases slowly transforming in our 
times into open science libraries. 

Results 

The main conclusion of the research presented is that instead of 
perceiving Facebook as a huge social network, one should rather rec-
ognize it as a new layer of the Internet, providing completely new ap-
proach to Internet communication.  The layered structure of the Inter-
net allows creating new layers, and now Facebook seems to become 
the top one, determining to a great extent the way we use computer 
mediated communication today. 

Instead of talking about Facebook, one should rather talk about 
facebookization of the global network and electronic communication 
by and large. This phenomenon is quite analogical to MacDonaldization 
of society, described for the first time by George Ritzer. Facebookized 
Internet represents such features as: 

1. Easy content sharing thanks to social plugins that, on the one 
hand, connects every “facebookized” website to Facebook, on the other 
hand, embeds into it Facebook content such as a discussion forum.

2. Referring to the wisdom of friends, instead of the wisdom of 
crowds. Therefore, it seems to go further than the basic characteristic 
of Web 2.0 suggests. Looking for information necessary to take proper 
decisions supposedly would be easier and more effective, when found-
ed on the activities of people from a close social circle. 
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3. Contextualization of electronic communication, leading to the 
increasing common context of communication acts, in terms of Edward 
Hall’s theory of high and low context cultures. Decreasing anonymity of 
Internet users implies better knowledge about distant interlocutors. 

Two supposed implication of facebookization of the network was 
examined. They can be seen as parts of a progressive implementation 
of McLuhan’s vision of the Global Village.

1. Social pressure to “be on Facebook.” In the age of Facebook, a 
person who refuses to put her/his personal data openly on the Internet 
can be perceived as an antisocial individual who makes it difficult to 
trust her or him, a person that has something to hide

2. Since presence on such social media as Facebook became “cor-
porate necessity,” a big corporation must “descend” to the communi-
cative level of a single consumer, allowing him or her to communicate 
on equal rights. In a war between a company and a consumer social 
media gives every individual a powerful arm to fight with big companies. 

After Facebook, even if one day the service will be closed and the 
domain sold out, the Internet will never be the same. A threshold of 
participation got low enough and an incentive of participation got high 
enough, so as to bring about a significant increase of global number 
of Internet users. The company and its product conceived a new ap-
proach to the global network, in a very similar manner as Microsoft and 
Apple corporations did to personal computers and Google, proposing a 
new way of indexing and searching the content of the Web. Providing 
a comfortable and easy way both in broadcasting a message and in 
gaining an audience, it gets its profits in a form of users’ personal data, 
which is a currency here. Facebook is “free and will always be,” but, as 
an old proverb says, when something is for free, it means that you are 
a product. 
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Discussion

The research presented is based to a great extent on a theoretical 
analysis, so to verify the hypothesis that was put forward one needs 
some more empirical data. Some cases were presented, but more ex-
amples would help to make the statements uttered above more precise. 

The hypothesis proposed fulfills the condition of the scientific 
proposition in the Popperian sense, since it can be easily falsified by ut-
tering a contrary assertion, i.e. that Facebook is just a separated social 
network without any impact on the whole sphere of the Internet. Sev-
eral arguments were indicated to support the main thesis of the paper.  

Moreover, the hypothesis partly concerns the future development 
of computer mediated communication, so it has some characteristics 
of a forecast. Therefore, it can be fully proved or refuted only in the fu-
ture. One cannot predict at the present moment how far facebookiza-
tion can proceed. In a subsequent research one could try to define the 
term more precisely, opening ground for empirical and qualitative re-
search. 

It would also be very interesting to compare facebookization to 
a phenomenon of McDonaldization described by Georg Ritzer (Ritzer, 
2004). Ritzer shows how the work technology invented by McDonald 
got universalized to several other types of business. The same could be 
said about Facebook. However, this thesis should be analyzed in a more 
detailed way. 

Ideas contained in the paper open some new perspectives for fu-
ture research. The paper introduces and theoretically elaborates such 
notions as facebookization and wisdom of friends, which were not 
present in the scientific discourse so far. In a manner similar to the one 
applied by Surowiecki (Surowiecki, 2004), one could scrutinize classes 
of problems to be solved with this approach and other that are not suit-
able to handle in such a way. The main notion of the paper, namely a 
Facebook layer of the Internet, was coined as a semantic generalization 
of a technical term designed for the description of the technological 
basis of the global network. All these notions could help to describe the 
reality of Web 2.0 and enrich the picture of new electronic participatory 
culture, flourishing on the ground of Internet. It could be potentially in-
teresting to try to determine what kind of problems are solved thanks 
to facebookization of computer mediated communication and what 
kind of new problems emerge. Analogical research could be conducted 
as far as the idea of facebookization is concerned. How it changes the 
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way people communicate, how it influences our everyday life, what are 
the possible good and bad future consequences of facebookization? 
These all are topics for research to be carried out. 
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Netlore oN Facebook: 
HuNgaro-memes as INtermedIal sutures

B o r B á l a  B ö k ö s
Partium Christian University

Inspired by Henry Jenkins’s concepts of 
media convergence (understood as a cul-
tural process), this paper intends to look 
at a category of intermedial manifesta-
tions that is very difficult to define, namely 
the meme. memes (pieces of content that 
flow from user to user by copying and al-
tering) are new media forms, because 
they are placed outside the realm of any 
art form, yet inclusive of almost all media 
forms. users produce, change, and circu-
late memes deliberately; therefore they 
create a specific type of internet folklore 
(that is, netlore) characteristic and reflec-
tive of entire groups existing in the virtual 
reality. In analyzing text-picture memes I 
will argue that these can be interpreted as 
unique media combinations (that reme-
diate various media forms, such as film, 
comics, and so on), while functioning as 
intermedial sutures at the same time. I 
conceive of suture as a twofold interme-
dial device: first of all, I see it—regard-
less of the medium of presentation—as 
a stitching or tying of two or more media; 

and secondly, as a means of generating 
an interactive relationship between the 
medium and its readers/spectators, that 
is, tying the users into the virtual space of 
social media networks. 
memes have a double role on Facebook: 
on the one hand, their very existence and 
circulation brings about what Jenkins calls 
a “participatory culture,” since the differ-
ence between those producing media and 
those consuming them grows less and 
less, on the other hand, they may provide 
interesting commentaries on various so-
cial-cultural issues. consequently, I will in-
vestigate memes that are adapted from a 
foreign culture (mostly conventions of the 
popular films, characters, and brands from 
the anglo-saxon world) and that refer to/
reflect on the conventions of Hungarian 
culture (in the case of Hungaro-memes) 
either by translating textual information, 
or adding new visual elements, or by alter-
ing the foreign text (and image), so that 
the meaning is only understandable for 
Hungarian speakers. (b.b.)

keywords: memes, Hungarian culture, intermediality, convergence media, intermedial 
suture, netlore, Facebook
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Introduction: Memetics

Meme theory stems from evolutionary biology, since it employs 
two of its most important characteristics: mutation and replication. 
When Richard Dawkins published in 1976 his book The Selfish Genre, 
he coined the term, meme (resembling the word gene, and coming 
from the Greek word mimema, that is, something imitated), in order 
to describe with evolutionary principles the spreading of various ideas 
and cultural phenomena.1 With the emergence of the Internet culture, 
the term meme acquired new connotations: it came to mean a piece 
of content (usually a funny picture accompanied by a short text) that 
spreads online, from user to user, and undergoes several changes in 
the process. Studying memes seems to be crucial to learning more 
about new digital culture, since memes are both characteristic of a 
specific Internet (sub)culture and construe means of communication 
or independent pieces of art as well. Because of the sheer amount and 
endless variety of memes circulating on the World Wide Web, it is still 
very problematic to provide an accurate definition and categoriza-
tion of the Internet meme. Yet, there are promising attempts in this 
sense.2 Patrick Davison asserts that “an Internet meme is a piece of 
culture, typically a joke, which gains influence through online transmis-
sion” (2009, p. 122). Memes can be of various types: they can consist 
of a simple image, or image-text combination, or an animated GIF, as 
well as longer video sequences.3 The contents can range from simple 
emoticons to jokes, gossips, news, hoaxes, even websites that reflect 
on different topics such as social or political issues (cinema, celebri-
ties, everyday life, and so on). 

1 “We need a name for the new replicator, a noun that conveys the idea of a unit 
of cultural transmission, or a unit of imitation. ‘Mimeme’ comes from a suitable 
Greek root, but I want a monosyllable that sounds a bit like ‘gene.’ I hope my 
classicist friends will forgive me if I abbreviate mimeme to meme. If it is any 
consolation, it could alternatively be thought of as being related to ‘memory,’ 
or to the French word même. It should be pronounced to rhyme with ‘cream’” 
(1989, p. 192).
2 The biggest website that functions as a huge database in this sense is Know 
Your Meme. http://knowyourmeme.com/
3 According to Shifman (2011), there is a difference between memes and vid-
eos that go viral on the net in terms of user participation: “the memetic video 
[…] lures extensive creative user engagement in the form of parody, pastiche, 
mash-ups or other derivative work” (p. 4).
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What is common in all of the memes is their very capability to 
spread quickly in a great variety of interfaces, such as message boards, 
forums, social networks, among which Facebook is probably the most 
well-known platform. Members of the Facebook community can ex-
press whether they like a content with the help of the Like button, can 
share or post it, in short, they can easily spread such contents. As a 
result, memes migrate, get in touch with others, and change. In short, 
they (re)generate themselves. Users nowadays can take advantage 
of the various online meme generators or editing software products 
(such as Adobe Photoshop), with the help of which they can remediate 
old memes or create completely new ones. I believe that memes have 
a double role on Facebook: on the one hand, their very existence and 
circulation brings about what Jenkins (2006) calls a “participatory cul-
ture,” since the difference between those producing media and those 
consuming them grows less and less; on the other hand, they may pro-
vide interesting commentaries on various social-cultural issues.

 Users produce, change, and circulate memes deliberately; there-
fore, they create a specific type of internet folklore (that is, netlore) 
characteristic and reflective of entire groups existing in the virtual re-
ality. Such netlore manifestations bear some of the very features of 
what we understand by folklore materials: memes, for example, have a 
gossipy effect (reminiscent of orality), reflect a community’s immedi-
ate reaction to an event, exist in different versions, are usually anony-
mous, and tend to become formularized. The funny messages of sev-
eral memes can directly be interpreted as parodies, or messages with a 
mock moral. Memes, then, are much more than mere quotable quotes, 
wise sayings, or memorable proverbs. People in online communities 
employ memes to pass judgement on events, to give advice, to express 
their mood, to criticize as well as to praise actions. As memes are innu-
merable, many of them tend to come into and go out of fashion quickly. 

There are some recognizable frameworks that seem to be very 
popular with an always varying content, of course. Such types include 
one of the earliest forms of memes, the Advice Animals, more precisely, 
Advice Dog and LOLCats formats, typically used as reaction images. 
These consist of a cut-out animal or its head, pasted over a general 
background, and are accompanied by a short text. According to Börzsei 
Linda (2013), the popularity of the Advice Animal series can be attrib-
uted to them being a digital reimagining of anthropomorphic animals 
traditionally present in folk culture, as well as, the remediation of the 
beast fable genre stories that illustrated some moral messages and 
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were circulated during the Middle Ages, in which animals spoke and 
behaved like humans. Therefore, it can be said that the visual images 
of such memes trigger well known cultural symbols in people’s minds, 
because certain stereotypes are attached to them, for example, cats 
are lazy, or funny, or, if they are black, they bring misfortune; penguins 
are awkward (as in the Socially Awkward Penguin memes); wolves are 
courageous (Courage Wolf memes), and so on. Besides the animal 
memes, one can also find meme faces, which are sketchy drawings of 
real faces, and can be pasted over various contexts in order to make 
these funny. The most well-know instance is the Trollface (in other 
cases: Coolface), a black-and-white, grinning face used in the process 
of trolling, that is, in intentionally disturbing multi-participant virtual 
communication by posting rude, insulting messages. It usually appears 
with the catchphrase “Problem?” while the grinning face sends a wink 
at the reader. Again, this meme has its roots in folklore and mythology, 
precisely regarding the aggressive character of trolls in Scandinavian 
tales and other fantastic stories.    

Methods

The method of my proposed inquiry will primarily be informed by 
the (close) reading strategies of intermediality and media theories. The 
paper will also concentrate on the nexus of popular culture, including 
cinema, various means of advertising, and photography; therefore, it 
will deploy comparative research methodologies, will investigate basic 
similarities and differences between the given media forms. Moreover, 
the paper will offer an in-depth analysis of various Hungaro-memes in 
connection with the ways “participatory culture” is realized on Face-
book with specific social and cultural underpinnings. 

An intermedial perspective

As Internet memes can make use of various media forms, a piv-
otal question arises: what kind of media-manifestations are they ex-
actly? It can be said that memes are new, multimodal media forms, 
because they are placed outside the realm of any art form, yet in-
clusive of almost all media forms. In text-picture memes the ver-
bal and the visual media are present in a non-hierarchical, mutually 
supportive way. No one can deny the iconic nature of such memes; 
they strongly resemble comic books, graphic novels. Börzsei even 
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argues that comics is “in several ways a precursor to remixed Inter-
net memes” (2013, p. 18). 

In defining multimediality, Werner Wolf (2002) maintains that 
multi- or plurimediality is a variant of intermediality that 

applies if two or more media with their typical or conventional signi-
fiers are overtly present in a given work at least in one instance. In 
this form intermediality itself and the original components of the 
intermedial mixture are directly discernible on the surface of the 
work, that is on the level of signifiers, since they appear to belong to 
heterogeneous semiotic systems, although these components need 
not always be “quotable” separately. (p. 22)

What emerges from this definition is that comic books, graphic 
novels, or illustrated novels can be interpreted as media combinations, 
using one medium’s components that interpret and/or imitate the el-
ements of the other. Unlike intermedial references, plurimedial com-
ponents imply the inclusion of other media signifiers, and provide the 
illusion of media hybridity.4 Thereby, memes can be defined as both an 
integral medium (a single system of signification), and a hybrid, made 
up of the separate elements of verbal and visual media (just as films 
are). Different media components are present in their own specific way, 
and together they contribute to the signification of the entire work of 
art. In the integration of these different forms of articulation media ele-
ments do not become dominant to one another. It is precisely this as-
pect that leads to the formation of new media genres, like comic strips, 
or memes, wherein “the genre’s plurimedial foundation becomes its 
specificity” (Rajewsky, 2005, p. 52).

In opposition with other hybrid media forms (such as, comics and 
films) the appearance and evolution of memes requires intensively cre-
ative user participation. In this sense, in designing memes, users can 
employ typical graphic as well as cinematic devices, thus remediating 
various media forms in one text-image content. For example, differ-
ent comics’ figures or cut-out film shots may appear in one meme and 
the meme creators can decide what text they should introduce into the 
speech balloons coming out of the figure’s mouth or head. A common 
example might include the photoshopping of a famous actor’s image 

4 Wolf (2002) asserts that such hybrids may result in the creation of a new 
syncretistic medium, such as the sound film or the opera (p. 23).
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onto the meme-comics narrative sequence (e.g. Chuck Norris) that 
solves a dilemma of the characters and brings about a funny resolu-
tion. In another case, users may upload private digital photos and may 
personalize meme content, either by photoshopping their own faces 
on celebrities, especially on movie posters, or by pasting celebrities’ 
faces onto their own faces. As a result, memes can acquire a danger-
ously manipulative power: cutting and pasting images may give birth to 
hoaxes that contain false information and spread with unprecedented 
speed on the Facebook, so that it becomes very difficult to tell the dif-
ference between reality and imagination. 

Consequently, text-picture memes can be interpreted as unique 
media combinations (that remediate various media forms, such as 
film, comics, and so on), while functioning as intermedial sutures at 
the same time. Suture, a term originally used only in cinematic terms, is 
further analysed by Stephen Heath (1981), who claims that fragmen-
tation (characteristic of cinematic narratives) is, in fact, the basis of 
diegetic unity; the narrative relies on the inscription of lack, just to be 
able to fill it in and create coherence. Suture, then, is not just a struc-
ture of lack “but also an availability of the subject, a certain closure; 
[…] the stand-in is the lack in the structure but nevertheless, simul-
taneously, the possibility of coherence, of the filling in” (pp. 85–86). 
I conceive of suture as a twofold intermedial device: first of all, I see 
it—regardless of the medium of presentation—as a stitching or tying of 
two or more media; and secondly, as a means of generating an interac-
tive relationship between the medium and its readers/spectators, that 
is, tying the users into the virtual space of social media networks where 
they can actually participate in the making of the contents. This recalls 
Henry Jenkins’s concept of convergence culture, “where old and new 
media collide, where grassroots and corporate media intersect, where 
the power of the media producer and the power of the media consumer 
interact in unpredictable ways” (2006, p. 2). Media convergence is not 
merely about consumers being courted across various media forms, 
but it also means that consumers, that is, everyday people can actually 
create and shape their virtual spaces in the case of online platforms, 
while they can choose between and circulate different media contents. 
Thus, the term, participatory culture, used by Jenkins, stands in con-
trast with older notions of passive media spectatorship (2006, p. 3). 
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Global becomes local

When analyzing memes, one may always face the question, 
whether these online cultural manifestations are part of a larger global 
phenomenon, or they tend to become more and more localized and 
nationalized. Börzsei talks about an ongoing process of glocalization, 
that is, a blending of global and local, according to which memes be-
came a sort of “global vehicle (reflecting global culture with its Western 
influences) that allow people to talk about local topics, closer in time 
and space (and often language), alongside the more universal themes” 
(2013, p. 20). There is a tendency that various local (national) commu-
nities remediate typical Western, more precisely, Anglo-Saxon images 
or texts, in order to create a nation-specific content out of it.5 Such 
“nationalized” memes, similarly to any other memes, are humorous. 
The source of humor, in many cases, is to be found in the intentional 
mistranslation between languages (for example, from English to Hun-
garian), in the application of a nation-specific symbol onto the source-
image, or in the faithful translation of the source’s textual information 
but into a dialect in the target language, thus mocking at, as well as 
reshaping the original content. Such remediated memes may serve as 
means of social, political, and cultural commentaries; they bring about 
instant reaction and encourage participation, as people can express 
their opinions on various recent pieces of news with their help. 

Speaking of Hungarian online culture, last year a lot of memes ap-
peared that were adapted from a foreign culture (mostly conventions 
of the popular films, characters, and brands from the Anglo-Saxon 
world) and that referred to/reflected on the conventions of Hungarian 
culture (in the case of Hungaro-memes) either by translating textual 
information, or adding new visual elements, or by altering the foreign 
text (and image), so that the meaning is only understandable for Hun-
garian speakers. It was in the January of 2013 when Hungaro-memes 
appeared for the first time on the Internet and spread very quickly 
(Hanula, 2013, pp. 1-2). Hungarization needs only few, very simple al-
terations and additions regarding the original image. These changes 

5 Börzsei mentions that “images also transcend cultures more easily than lan-
guage, and even if there is a text in the image, it is most likely to be in English” 
(2013, p. 12). The increasing presence of nationalized memes may be inter-
preted as a reaction to this overpowering dominance of English language con-
tents on the Internet.  
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consist of two basic elements: one is a strong visual symbol, that of 
the Hungarian moustache, characteristic of Hungarian national iden-
tity, deeply rooted in Hungarian folk and historical traditions. The other 
one is a textual comment in Hungarian, but preferably in a dialect that 
sometimes works as a pun on words (attempting to imitate the original, 
English way of sounding of the words while they express a reaction to 
them) or as a reference to important Hungarian cultural icons, catchy 
phrases from pieces of Hungarian literature and films. As a result, they 
are so strongly related to a certain cultural context that only Hungarian 
people can understand them. Moreover, they are often intertextual, so 
that the viewer must have prior knowledge in order to get the meaning. 
Most of the times such Hungaro-memes came into being as a direct 
criticism of common Western icons, raging from various brand names 
to filmic productions, and thus, try to suggest that people should enjoy 
and appreciate their own local, national values. Of course, such Hunga-
ro-memes are much exaggerated in both the visual and verbal render-
ing of their content, yet, it is precisely this exaggerated stereotyping 
that provides the humor inherent in them. 

 It is almost an impossible task to make any categorization of 
the innumerable Hungaro-memes, yet, I believe, the most common 
types are those that refer to Western pop-culture icons (usually films), 
commercial products (and their various brands), as well as Facebook 
itself (a particularly interesting metaintermediality). In the first case, 
the typical Hungarian moustache is pasted onto various film posters or 
film scenes, while the attached text is written in Hungarian dialect, that 
is, imitating folk speech. For example, the inscription above a famous 
cartoon figure, “Hello, Kitty!” becomes “Adj Isten Kati!” (Figure 1) 

Figure 1. “Hello, Kitty!” – Hungaro-meme
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The 1992 Disney cartoon, Aladdin, becomes Hungarized in many 
ways. At first, the character is given a Hungarian name, Aladár that 
sounds similar to Aladdin, and a subtitle is also provided, because the 
original tale also had a subtitle: “és a csodalámpa” (and the enchanted 
lamp). However, the meme also changes the Hungarian term “csoda-
lámpa” and introduces the more colloquial word of “csudaköcsög,” in 
order to make the message 
funny (Figure 2). Secondly, 
all characters (even the 
little animals) wear mous-
taches on this remediated 
film poster. Other Hungarian 
motifs can be seen, such as 
the famous Matyó embroi-
dery patterns that can be 
found on their clothes and 
even on the lamp. Thirdly, 
above the title one can spot 
a pattern of flowers painted 
in the traditional decorative 
Hungarian folk style that 
circles another title: Mag-
yar népmesék (Hungarian 
Folk Tales). This image is a 
cut-out from the beginning 
of the famous TV series of 
Hungarian Folk Tales. This 
meme is a media combi-
nation that blends various 
media forms, and realizes 
both intermedial imitation 
and thematization: it is an 
image-text mixture that imitates the format of film posters, while re-
garding its content it refers to a Disney film. The intermedial suture also 
works at the level of viewers who are stitched to the image: they find it 
funny, because, through the very obvious intertextual references, they 
can immediately connect and compare the images to the Hungarian 
Folk Tales. The appearance of the Hungarian Folk Tales logo might serve 
as an indicator of opposition between Western and Hungarian cartoon 
making traditions and remind the viewer of the “national” folk tale epi-

Figure 2. Aladár Hungaro-meme (derived 
from the cartoon Aladdin)



64

sodes on TV, thus bringing about a sense of nostalgia. Such contrast 
might determine the viewer to choose between the cartoons, to ap-
preciate the local cultural product, suggesting that the Hungarian film 
is equally good, perhaps even better, therefore, it is worth (re)watching. 

A similar intertextual reference can be found in another meme 
that imitates the style of the movie posters, and refers to the popu-
lar action-adventure film series entitled MacGyver (Figure 3). The 
main character is MacGyver, played by Richard Dean Anderson, a se-
cret agent who is well-educated in physical sciences, and solves com-
plex cases with the help of everyday materials he finds at hand. In the 
Hungaro-meme the character gets the usual moustache, and his name 
is changed from MacGyver to the similarly sounding MekMestör. Mek-
Mestör is a term that comes from a famous Hungarian cartoon series, 
featuring a goat named Mekk Elek, or Mekk Mester, who, similarly to 
MacGyver, is ready to fix everything with a few simple tools, but who, 
in reality, is a notoriously bad technician, and instead of fixing things 
he destroys them and gets himself in trouble. His creativity is surely 
greater than his competence. So, his name became to be associated in 
Hungarian culture with those persons, who insist they can do any kind 
of job very well, but actually cannot. 

Figure 3. MacGyver transformed into MekMestör, 
after a famous Hungarian cartoon figure

Such Hungaro-meme types are very common: sometimes only 
the original film’s title or the character’s name is replaced by a single 
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Hungarian word that may sound similar, and definitely reflects on the 
meaning of the original content, while exposing a secondary, specifical-
ly Hungarian connotation as well. This is the case of two other memes: 
the one referring to the sci-fi film series Stargate uses a genuine Hun-
garian image that, besides the moustache, is deeply rooted in Hungar-
ian, more precisely in Transylvanian culture. An image of the traditional, 
wooden Szekler gate is pasted over the image of the Stargate, and the 
changed title directly names this artifact: Székelykapu (Figure 4). The 
meme manages to combine various art forms: it thematizes both the 
cinematic medium and the specifically Hungarian folk tradition. The 
same meme has a second variation, in which the moustache and the 
Stargate are replicated, but this time one can also see a spaceship that 
is ready to go through the wormhole. Instead of the film’s title we can 
read the first line of a Hungarian verse that comes from a folk song: Átal 
mennék én a Tiszán ladikon, ladikon de ladikon. In the original song the 
singer wants to cross the Tisza river in order to see his lover, but the 
meme remediates the text and exchanges Tisza river with the stargate 
(csillagkapu), while it also attempts to imitate sound effects, that is, it 
suggests human voice singing through the visual representation of the 
three “o” vowels at the end of the word “ladikooon.”

Figure 4. Stargate – Székelykapu meme
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Speaking of Hungarian folk traditions, it is not only songs and 
tales that become the subject matters of such memes, but also Hun-
garian culinary art. One meme that refers to a very popular figure from 
Western film art uses the name of a specific Hungarian spicy food in 
order to create an extremely funny picture, the message of which is 
based on a double meaning. The meme entitled “Erős Pista” presents 
an image of Superman, who receives the traditional Hungarian mous-
tache. Here, on the one hand, “Erős Pista” refers to the popular brand 
of csípős (spicy) paprika paste produced by Univer Company. Because 
of the brand’s ubiquity, the name Erős Pista is now used generically, 
meaning that if one asks for it by name in a restaurant or in a store one 
may be brought another similar product. On the other hand, it refers to 
the idea of strength (suggested by the very character of Superman, as 
his name is changed to Pista and he is wearing a letter “P” on his chest 
both referring to the common Hungarian name, Pista, and to Paprika. 
Moreover, as he opens his shirt to show the letter, his tie imitates the 
shape of an actual red paprika), meaning that this product is strongly 
spicy, and that a locally produced food, such as the Hungarian paprika 
paste, can and should be “strong” in terms of consumer preference, 
and should also be competitive on the global market. 

Figure 5. Erős Pista meme – 
Bringing together cinematic and advertising media

Blending the typical brand names and products of traditional Hun-
garian culinary art with widely known Anglo-Saxon food products is one 
of the most resourceful categories of Hungaro-memes. Such memes 
manifest in many ways, usually by using globally known abbreviations 
of brands that are given a specific Hungarian name and meaning, or 
forms and colors of famous brands that are remediated and renamed 
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in a Hungarian context. Regarding the first case, what actually hap-
pens, is the rewriting of initialisms, providing a joking explanation (that 
stem from the Hungarian traditional context) for well-known acronyms 
(Figure 6). For example, the brand name of KFC (Kentucky Fried Chick-
en) becomes KFC (Kunsági Füstölt Csirke – Smoked Chicken from Kun-
ság, or Kolbász Fasírt Csülök – Sausage Rissole Trotters), all traditional 
Hungarian meat products. The brand name of McDonald’s undergoes a 
different change: in this case the new name (which, by the way, rhymes 
with the original word) does not refer to a traditional Hungarian food 
name, but it provides a warning: MegDagadsz, meaning, one will be-
come fat. 

Figure 6. Hungaro-memes created from initialisms

The famous Coca Cola logo is also transformed by meme creators, 
and, at least, two specific meanings are attached to it (Figure 7). One 
meme changes it into “Kovászos Uborka,” that is, “Fermented Cucum-
bers,” a traditional home-made Hungarian pickle. In the making of this 
food, small warty cucumbers are put in jars and then left in the sun or in 
a warm place. It is common knowledge that the fermenting juice should 
be preserved as it is very healthy and refreshing. The design of the 
meme keeps the original format, only the color is changed into green 
(the color of the cucumber as well as the national color of Hungarians).  
Another meme transforms the Coca Cola brand into “Szilva Pálinka,” 
the very traditional plum brandy that has been accepted by the EU as 
a Hungarian specialty since 2004. Here the red color is preserved (as it 
can suggest the strong taste of the spirit drink), while there is an addi-
tional text (using nonstandard, regional word forms, that is, presenting 
dialect pronunciation) that functions as a slogan: “Ögyütt a lögfinom-
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abb!” (meaning: it tastes best when we are together), suggesting that 
this alcoholic beverage is consumed in the company of friends, rela-
tives, hence it marks traditional social and family events.

 

Figure 7. Coca Cola memes.

As we can see, such memes are quintessential media combina-
tions because they imitate the original form of the advertisements 
(preserving the logo, the color, and the style of letters), while they are 
adapted to certain Hungarian contexts by promoting specific Hungar-
ian products and expressing strong criticism towards Western, usually 
global brands (as these fast food products are considered unhealthy, 
and also economically harmful for the local market). 

 Traditional Hungarian products are often put in contrast with 
global brands, suggesting that what is local is always better, thus at-
tempting to advertise and bring Hungarian food and drink back into the 
center of attention. Sometimes the memes do not need to have the 
above mentioned forms in order to convey the message that “the tra-
ditional is better,” but may borrow elements used by other media forms, 
such as comics. The “Batman Slapping Robin” meme is still very popu-
lar worldwide. The template comes from an old ’60s Batman comic and 
the meme consists of mostly Robin saying something stupid or obvi-
ous, and Batman being sassy and overreacting. Among the innumer-
able variations of the Hungarian texts given in the characters’ mouths, 
one is particularly suggestive of the aforementioned themes (Figure 
8): Robin says he wants to eat hamburgers, and, as a result, Batman 
slaps him and responds with a typical regional dialect: Csi a szájadnak 
hülyegyerök! Kolbászt öszünk savanyúval! (Shut up, you stupid! We will 
eat sausages with pickles!)  
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Figure 8. Batman and Robin Hungaro-meme – 
Borrowing from comics’ medium

Finally, the last category of Hungaro-memes refers to the world 
and functioning of the digital medium, that is, the Internet and par-
ticularly the Facebook. Re- or mistranslating common terms, that are 
to be found everywhere in the virtual space, into a typical Hungarian 
folk language not only makes fun of the World Wide Web in general, but 
also latently criticizes the shortcomings of online social communities. 
In this sense, Facebook becomes “Orcajegyzék,” the Like button be-
comes “Komálás,” and even the Google search engine acquires a new 
format, named “Ingyombingyom” (a word that comes from a Hungarian 
folk riddle, is virtually untranslatable, yet, it signifies the nature of the 
act of online searching for an information in an excellent way, since it 
can symbolize a variety of repetitive answers before one can find out 
the real answer). Such conscious changes regarding the names and 
functions of the digital media point to the shaping up of a certain me-
taintermediality (Figure 9). This self-conscious play with the factual 
and the fictional as well as the users’ desire to fictionalize the “real” life 
elements within the Internet’s framework do not lend a merely metafic-
tional aspect to their being sutured to the digital world; such intention-
al movements in and out of various media forms generate and support 
the presence of metaintermediality. Thus, Internet, or more precisely 
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Facebook is marked by, or makes reference to, its own artificiality as 
a digitally constructed world always standing in contrast with reality. 

 
 

 
 

  

Figure 9. Examples of metaintermediality: Facebook’s self-reflexivity

Conclusions

Internet memes that spread quickly in various social interfaces 
such as Facebook can occur because of many reasons: by being hu-
morous they can serve as entertainment, or they can mock at a social-
political phenomenon, and they are even used for advertising. Hungar-
ian users make use of different media forms in order to create text-im-
age memes that reflect on Hungarian language and culture while being 
in constant juxtaposition with a piece of content that comes from An-
glo-Saxon culture. Hungaro-memes also have a national community-
building effect, not only because they remind Hungarian Internet users 
of their own folk traditions, but also because they promote specific local 
Hungarian products as an alternative choice to the Western globalized 
trends. In this sense, intermedial suturing brings about ways of gener-
ating an interactive relationship between the digital interfaces and its 
users, so that people can witness, create, as well as participate in social 
and cultural processes that unfold in the growing virtual space. In this 
sense, one can see huge changes in media ownership, since everybody 
can produce a piece of online content now. Moreover, as Jenkins ar-
gues, “old media are not being displaced. Rather, their functions and 
status are shifted by the introduction of new technologies” (2006, p. 
14). Memes, thus, can be just a small segment of the numerous pos-
sibilities through which we can shape our perception of the world, the 
medium of Internet, and our personal lives. 
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“From museum Walls to Facebook Walls”*.  
a neW public space For art

G i z e l a H o r vát H
Partium Christian University

the ‘museal’ approach to art has been at-
tacked from many angles in the last dec-
ade; the main issue raised by most of these 
attacks was that such an approach would 
promote a certain idea of art which has little 
to do with real-life or the layman’s interest. 
some artists have protested by stepping 
out of the museum space with projects de-
liberately designed as non-museum items 
(performance, land-art, public art etc.). art, 
however, is always meant for a public, so, as 
an “unfortunate” consequence, those art-
ists who wished to become famous were 
not able to avoid certain art institutions, 
such as museums, galleries, curators or 
critics. until now. the internet, especially 
Facebook, provide genuinely new options/

opportunities for the virtual display of art 
pieces, an option that artists are eager 
to take advantage of. in the following, i 
will present the process of expansion of 
the public artistic sphere, i will attempt to 
show why Facebook serves well as a pub-
lic artistic arena, and finally, i will present 
some salient Facebook-art-projects. the 
presented projects will include works by a 
street artist (banksy), a performance artist 
(Gusztáv Ütő) and a graphic designer (Dan 
perjovsky). these three artists are intrigued 
by current social issues, which are usually 
reflected in their works, also they all wish to 
spread their messages to the widest pos-
sible public. one of their favorite channels is 
the Facebook Wall.

keywords: fine art, street art, public art, Facebook

* The title of Romanian artist Dan Perjovschi talk at Onassis Cultural Center 
Athens, 10 march. 2014, and of the exhibition at Zurich 8 may 2014. 
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1. From museum walls to the city walls 

When we think of art, or more specifically the fine arts, paintings will 
most probably first come to mind, and even more probably, paintings 
that hang on museum walls. Artworks which are meant to be hung on 
walls are not a permanent form of art: in order for the museums to be 
established the way we know them today, first the painting had to de-
scend from the walls – mainly church walls – which happened through-
out the years of the renaissance, when painters began painting on dif-
ferent surfaces (wood, canvas etc.) which could be framed and handled 
as moveable objects. The mural is not an independent genre of the fine 
arts: given that they are painted on walls, the walls themselves deter-
mine the painting, its surface, and the light that strikes it, numerous 
aspects regarding the viewing environment. When paintings were de-
tached from the walls and framed, the exhibition options broadened. 

The gradual spreading of the framed painting is relevant for an-
other reason too: because it reflects the process leading to the idea of 
the independent art that is systematically analysed by Kant in his The 
Critique of Pure Reason (2000). Traditionally, artwork (painting, stat-
ue, relief, building) was subordinated to some non-artistic function. 
Murals decorated the walls of churches, reliefs were put on buildings, 
statues symbolized gratitude towards gods or heroes etc. The idea of 
the artwork created to stand on its own was established at the end of 
the eighteenth century. Kant gave us the most crystallized formulation 
of autonomous art: since art belongs to the realms of beauty, which 
should be distinguished from the values of good or pleasant, it follows 
that beauty should not be determined by rules from outside of its own. 
Fine art should only be regulated by the rules of the genius, because 
“genius is the talent (natural gift) that gives the rule to art” (Kant, 2000, 
p. 186).

As a consequence, the freshly autonomous art, which now was 
valued solely for aesthetic reasons, could be invited into the museum, 
where only its own intrinsic rules applied – or at least, were supposed to. 

The concept of museal art was even more strengthened by Hegel, 
who believed that art was a realization of the absolute spirit. Until then, 
art was valued from an individual perspective, but due to Hegel’s contri-
bution, the lenses needed to be adjusted for a much higher sphere. He 
claims that art, not unlike religion or philosophy, is determined by the 
history of humanity and is one of the most prominent manifestations 
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of the self-recognition of the spirit: “art belongs to the same province 
as religion and philosophy”, i.e. “the realm of fine art is the realm of 
the absolute spirit” (Hegel, 1975, p. 94). As such, all generations have 
the obligation to maintain art in its value. Museums would collect the 
salient artworks of the nation, moreover, of humanity, conserve them 
and their distinctive aura, categorize, analyze, study them and keep the 
unworthy masses to get too close to them.

Art, now driven into the museums, thus made it possible for the 
interested to view the pieces of their choosing. When paintings were 
mere dust holders in mansions of the wealthy collectors only a few se-
lected people were lucky enough to lay their eyes on them. But muse-
ums are open for the public, and, given their ideological function, they 
display reflections of the nation, they are usually maintained from the 
state budget.

At the beginning of the twentieth century the institution of the 
museum was highly criticised. Firstly, by pragmatist philosophers, who 
believed that this institution reflected most obviously the separation 
of art from real-life. John Dewey, when defining art as experience in 
his work entitled Art as Experience, claims that museum and galleries 
do not build a relation between art and life, but rather separate the two 
even more. The idea of art separated from life was affirmed by “the 
development of the museum as the proper home for works of art, and 
the promotion of the idea that they are apart from the common life” 
(Dewey, 1980, p. 8).

Secondly, the museal practice seemed to conserve the view claim-
ing that art should be approached only with detachment and “pure 
gaze,” something that is not our natural attitude that is with us from 
birth, but is a perspective solely open to the cultural elite: “The «pure 
» gaze is a historical invention linked to the emergence of an auton-
omous field of artistic production, i.e, a field capable of imposing its 
own norms on both the production ad the consumption of its products” 
(Bourdieu, 1984, p. 3). The museum represented Taste with a capital 
“T” itself – but this taste is in no way simply an aesthetic standard in-
dependent of social factors: “Taste classifies, and it classifies the clas-
sifier. Social subjects, classified by their classifications, distinguish 
themselves by the distinctions they made, between the beautiful and 
the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the 
objective classifications is expressed or betrayed” (Bourdieu, 1984. p. 
6). In this sense, the museum is an antidemocratic institution that wid-
ens the social gap.
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Furthermore, though museums are supposed to select the piec-
es according to objective criteria and artistic evaluation, they always 
represent some particular group (the nation, the class, the generation 
etc.). Thus, the museum does not just simply strengthen the political 
elite, but – unconsciously or unwittingly – follows a Eurocentric, exclu-
sivist policy.

Therefore, those artists who recall Kant’s lecture about “disinter-
ested and free liking” and that the artist gives rules to art, strive to 
maintain their freedom so precious for their artistic existence. They try 
to protect their freedom not just from social and political institutions, 
but from institutions of the art sector as well. This leads to the arrival 
of artistic forms which could not be fitted in-between museum walls: 
performance art, different forms of land-art, public art, mail art etc. 

Unfortunately, the situation of projects outside the museum 
sphere is not quite clear from the perspective of their availability. On 
the one hand, the Pont Neuf wrapped by Christo and Jeanne Claude was 
seen by anyone who walked beneath it. The piece was temporarily avail-
able to the public, for two weeks only. However, it could be seen by any-
one, regardless of “cultural capital” or “educational capital” (Bourdieu, 
1984), whether she was familiar with art history, aesthetics, or whether 
she was part of the “discourse of reasons” about art (Danto, 1992, p. 
39). It is not certain that more people see the pieces this way than if 
they were displayed in the museum for many months, but we can tell 
for sure that this way the public is not determined by their social class – 
i.e. from a qualitative perspective, art presented outside museum walls 
is everyone’s, or more precisely: anyone’s.

2. Art institutions on Facebook

Just as museums have proven to be a step forward for the art-
seeking public as opposed to private collections, the mechanical re-
production of art (which Walter Benjamin was so intrigued by) pres-
ents another advantage for the public, on a par with those technical 
processes that enable art pieces to be known to the public by creating 
high quality “reproductions”: coloured photography, photocopy, digital 
photography. Naturally, encountering a copy of the real piece does not 
provide the same sort of experience as an encounter with the original: 
the true aura, perception of the piece can only be experienced by di-
rectly experiencing the piece itself. On the other hand, it is indisputable, 
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that the widespread of the internet has facilitated the encounter with 
the wider population which would not have the opportunity to visit dif-
ferent museums of the globe, just to see the original pieces of art.

Though, in the case of traditional artworks (such as an impres-
sionist painting or a statue by Hans Arp), it is unquestionable that there 
is a major qualitative difference between a direct encounter with the 
piece and seeing an online replica of it, in the case of twentieh century 
art, there have been numerous changes that have obliterated most part 
of this incongruence thus making the difference between the two expe-
riences less relevant. First of all, I refer to works that follow Duchamp by 
not relying on manual dexterity, but rather brain skills. It is quite hard 
to prove that Duchamp’s groundbreaking piece The Fountain, presents 
more value in its material reality, than through a reproduction of it  (es-
pecially since the one we can see in MOMA is not even the real piece, but 
a replica of the original).

Museums themselves have recognized the potential lying in the 
internet: a great number of them have uploaded some parts of their 
collection to the internet. 

Facebook has done great deal of changes in the way the internet 
works as a public art sphere. Though it was created with the goal to 
facilitate interpersonal communication, Facebook functions more and 
more as a real public locus, with the advantage that the users can de-
cide whom they share this public sphere with. By allowing the sharing 
of pictures, Facebook speeds up the visual turn. Obviously, Facebook is 
not just a book of faces, but also a book of all sorts of pictures and im-
ages, and this way it also becomes a book of distinguished visual works 
of art. 

2.1. Museums and galleries

Facebook provides the opportunity to create not only individual 
profiles but group or institutional pages as well. Facebook profiles can 
be created for institutions or for temporary or permanent communi-
ties, thus opening up a public sphere for their members who are joined 
by their shared interest in the topic. Institutions are eager to take ad-
vantage of this opportunity and promote themselves and their projects. 
The art world has also “moved” to Facebook: museums, art galleries 
have their own Facebook page. Institutions of the art world are active 
users of Facebook: they use it to get in touch with potential visitors who 
are potentially interested.
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It is worth to compare the number of people who actually visit 
museums and the ones who do so only virtually. In the following, I will 
compare data from 2012 about the number of visitors of well-known 
museums who went there in person with the number of Facebook Likes 
the museums got (though perhaps these sites have more visitors, who 
did not leave their virtual footprint on the Facebook walls): 

MUSEUM
Visitor 

number in 
20122

Rank in 
2012

Likes 
June 2014

Musée de Louvre (Paris) 9.72 million 1 1.300.000
Metropolitan Museum of Art (NYC) 6,11 million 2 1.100.000
Tate Modern (London) 5,3 million 4 675.000
Centre Pompidou (Paris) 3,8 million 9 405.000
Musee D’Orsay (Paris) 3,6 million 10 208.000
MoMA (NYC) 2.8 million 14 1.600.000

In 2012 Musée de Louvre (Paris) had the largest number of visi-
tors: 9.72 million, followed by the Metropolitan Museum of Art (NYC) 
with its own 6.11 million, Tate Modern (London) is ranked 4th with its 
5.3 million. Center Pompidou (Paris) is placed 9th: 3.8 million, and the 
10th is the Musee D’Orsay (Paris) with its 3.6. MoMA was only placed 
14th with its own 2.8 million. This ranking fits almost perfectly with the 
ranking of the virtual viewers, with one exception: the MoMa’s Facebook 
page got the biggest (virtual) visitor number; the number of its Face-
book likers almost matches the number of actual visitors. We would 
probably need to do some further investigations in order to find the 
cause of this “anomaly.” At first glance, it seems like this phenome-
non stands to reflect that the MoMA’s public is constituted mainly by a 
technologically proficient generation. Also, we should not forget that it 
is one of the most expensive museums, with entrance fees that most 
art lovers could not afford easily, while staying in touch online costs 
next to nothing. The same source also tells us that 7 out of the 10 most 
visited exhibitions in New York were organized at the MoMA.

The number of Facebook visitors is also high in the case of sites 
of famous art galleries: the two historical rivals, Sotheby’s and Chris-
tie’s, are almost tête-à-tête, with 94.000 and 89.000 Likes respec-

1  THE ART NEWSPAPER SECTION 2 Number 245, April 2013. http://www.theart-
newspaper.com/attfig/attfig12.pdf
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tively, but they are both underachieving compared to the much more 
dynamic Saatchi which has 333.000 Likes. What is more, Saatchi has 
been ranked 14th on the list of arts/humanities websites according to 
likealyzer.com2.

Museums and galleries promote their own projects first of all: 
preparing exhibitions, vernissages, auctions, different events (night of 
museums, museum-education). Similar events are publicized on Face-
book: news about the opening or the participants, photos of the event 
and the displayed objects, sometimes even videos or press articles 
about the event are posted. The more active Facebook pages imple-
ment other strategies as well, in order to keep in touch with the virtual 
public: competitions (for example, the Budapest based Ludwig Museum 
posted photos of works and asked the public to comment which artist 
it belonged to, or drawings of buildings inspired by the particular style 
of a certain artist and the public had to guess who), they commemo-
rate significant dates in connection with famous artists by posting a 
photo or a quote, what is more, in such cases, Saatchi promotes its own 
artists who work in a similar style to that certain artist. The extremely 
dynamic photography museum, the Mai Manó Ház, posts pictures from 
its collection, topical pair of which can be viewed on the museum’s blog, 
thus guiding the visitor to further parts of its online surface, and after 
every week they post the picture that received most Likes. Such cre-
ative ideas that go beyond the usual promotional techniques (posting 
news and pictures) bring the online surface alive and, most of all: boost 
the number of visitors. This type of creativity proves to be quite useful: 
the Ludwig Museum has 5 times more, and the Mai Manó Ház has 4 
times more likers than the traditional Hungarian museums (the Hun-
garian National Gallery and the Hungarian Museum of Fine Arts). 

The majority of museums prefer to categorize their online images 
into albums. Quite significant differences can be observed regarding 
their timeline use: the most active from this point of view is the Met 
(with more than 1700 pictures on its timeline) and the Tate (with more 
than 1200), most of the other museums have around 1000 pictures on 
their Facebook page. The Mai Manó Ház is particular in this respect too, 
with its more than 4000 posted photos.

2 http://likealyzer.com/statistics/facebook/likes/category/Arts-humanities%20
website/page/1
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2.2.  Artpromoting pages

As we have become more and more familiar with the science pro-
moting genre, we can safely say that a new genre, art promoting, has 
become more and more popular, responding to a growing demand of 
the public to get acquainted with the world of art. 

The appearance of artistic Facebook pages independent of any 
museum or gallery is a quite interesting development; many of these 
have appeared as a result of private effort, but their dynamic presence 
has brought hundreds or thousands of fans. Such would be Art Sheep, 
with its more than 200.000 fans. From the Romanian palette it is worth 
mentioning the Modernism Punct Ro, which is maintained by an online 
journal. It has proven to be one of the most active Facebook pages, 
they upload quite a number of pictures to their timeline – currently they 
have exceeded 6400 – from the pages I have looked into, only Art Sheep 
has been able to outrank it with its more than 10.000 pictures uploaded 
to their timeline. Such a quantity of artistic produce that a common 
Facebook user can encounter on the web, cannot even be compared to 
the number she would be able to experience in an “off-line” museum. 
If someone relies only on direct, real-life experience, even if she stands 
on the streets of New York, the centre of the global art world, she would 
still be able to experience only a fragment of the amount that is avail-
able on Facebook to the common user.

3. Artist-pages 

Though many prophecies have been made about the death of 
Facebook, in 2013 it reached 1.1 billion users, and what is even more 
interesting, the most dynamically growing demographic of users is of 
the generation between 45 and 54. A growing interest is manifested 
by the adult, active population, and as a consequence, the number of 
those who are not just using Facebook for dating and getting to know 
people, but desire to share information and opinions about social and 
cultural issues. In other words, Facebook is turning from the reflection 
of the user to the reflection of society.

This process comes in handy for those artists who desire to spread 
their social message: with the help of Facebook they are able to reach 
a big number of viewers. In the following, I will present three artists, 
who promote their socially-sensitive works with the help of Facebook. 
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For the presented artists, the transmission of their social message is 
very relevant, so it becomes obvious that they would post their work on 
Facebook.

Banksy

First, let us take a look at the world famous street artist, Banksy’s 
page. In his case, the pieces are not taken off from the museum walls, 
but from the street walls and posted to his Facebook wall. His work 
is also deemed ‘guerilla-art,’ because he makes stencils on buildings 
or bridges in secret without permission. He keeps his identity secret 
– a huge accomplishment, given that he is world famous and auction 
houses keep track of his work. He uses the stencil technique so that 
his works are done quickly, since his status as an artist is not clear for 
everyone, for example, the police: if he were caught, it is quite probable 
that he would not be charged any differently from a graffiti spraying 
youth – i.e. he is risking jail with his projects. 

Banksy’s relation to Facebook is quite tricky: there is a page with 
12.000 Likes since 2014.03.03., that promotes his works, but evidently, 
it is not managed by himself (see the post from the 16 April: “‘It’s dis-
gusting people are allowed to go around displaying art on walls without 
getting permission’: Banksy uses tongue-in-cheek statement to say 
exhibition of his art has nothing to do with him.”). Furthermore, there is 
another page with 80.000 Likes, also unrelated to Banksy, even though 
it’s called Banksy FB Revolution. 

Then there is a Banksy Facebook page with more than 3.1 mil-
lion Likes. Here, his works are posted in high definition without any kind 
of commentary. We cannot tell, whether Banksy himself is behind this 
page or not. This statement is available on his official page: “Banksy 
is not represented by an art gallery, is not on Facebook and has never 
used Twitter.”3 However, the viewership of this page is quite impressive: 
by itself, it has obtained more fans than the very prestigious MoMA, 
Louvre, Met or Tate. Obviously, Banksy is a huge star in the art world, 
but it is still very impressive that he was able to reach such a number 
of fans.

His works reflect his critical attitude towards different aspects of 
society using humour and irony. It seems like he is a natural born rebel, 
who finds joy in standing against all types of power structures, be it 

3 http://banksy.co.uk/faq.asp
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the Queen of England represented as a monkey, kissing policemen, or 
the policemen, who use pink fluffy toy dogs with muzzles in their police 
investigations instead of police dogs, or soldiers being (strip)searched 
by a little girl. His mascot is a rat, he usually represents children, thin 
girls, people living in poverty, anyone, who is a potential victim of the 
power, and his works are usually created with great empathy for these 
characters. By replacing the objects related to the oppressing power 
with household objects, he is able to neutralize violence, oppression 
and defencelessness (see the replacement of guns with bananas). In 
his works, the symbols of power and oppression become a laughing 
stock for us, they are no longer harmful or terrifying.

He does not spare his own kind – art and the art world – either, or 
maybe he criticizes this the most. He prefers to put his ideas in neigh-
bourhoods inhabited by the lower classes, and the community of his 
choice views his works as presents from the artist. He chose an artistic 
form which is not easy to digest for the art world – scratching down a 
spray painted figure from the walls of slums and taking it into the mu-
seum or the gallery can prove to be quite tough. The art world proved 
to be insatiable, nonetheless: in 2007 Sotheby’s sold a Banksy for more 
than 100.000 pounds. At the same time as the auction, Banksy upload-
ed a graphic work to his page about the auction, in which the framed 
painting being auctioned spelled the following: “I can’t believe you mo-
rons actually buy this shit.”

One of his most appealing projects against the mercantile art 
world was his street vendor action on the 13 October 2013 in New York. 
The project was taped and the next day Banksy himself spoke about it 
on his website. He set up a stall with the inscription �spray art� on 
it in Central Park and he began selling his original, signed works for 
60 dollars each. The video about the event is available on YouTube: the 
vendor is trying to sell the pieces for hours, but no one is even remote-
ly interested in them. Eventually, a lady buys two pieces after beating 
down their price to half of the original. By the end of the day he is able 
to sell 8 pieces out of the 20. Someone bought four pieces to decorate 
their freshly bought house. Quite probably, the buyers have never even 
heard of him � they might not have ever become aware of the value 
of their new �décor items.� It is not a coincidence that Banksy chose 
New York, the most dynamic city of the art world, with famous art gal-
leries such as Sotheby�s, as a location for his project. The artist who 
sells his works worth fortunes for only 60 dollars is obviously rebelling 
against the economically driven art market. Another of his usual tar-
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gets is the museum itself, and the works canonized by art institutions. 
He managed to smuggle in a Mona Lisa with a �smiley� replacing the 
Gioconda�s well-known original smile. He smuggled a portrait of a 
woman wearing a gas mask into the Metropolitan Museum. He reinter-
prets historical paintings, where serious baroque gentlemen make ob-
scene gestures, or gaze at us seriously with a cake flattened over their 
face, a cleaning lady sweeping the dust behind the art world’s super-
star, Damien Hirst’s dotted surfaces, he croppes out figures from well-
known paintings and places them on the frame as if they were taking a 
cigarette break etc. Maybe exactly his anti-authoritarian attitude and 
his almost reckless rebellion against any sort of power is what makes 
Banksy so appealing to the masses and helps him obtain so many fol-
lowers. It should not be left unmentioned that not being able to actually 
experience his pieces in flesh and blood does not take away much from 
their value: the photographs portraying his works provide quite suffi-
cient guidelines regarding the quality and, especially, the message of 
the works. If we decided to set off on the streets of London or New York 
searching for “a Banksy,” we would have a much harder job than simply 
browsing through his albums on Facebook.

Dan Perjovschi

Dan Perjovschi is a well-known Romanian artist, he had individual 
exhibitions in the Tate Modern in 2006 and in the MoMA in 2007. His pri-
mary media are drawing and graffiti, he works in situ on his exhibitions: 
he “decorates” the walls of the museums or galleries with his drawings, 
so his exhibitions are always temporary and bound to the relevant lo-
cation. His drawings are usually constituted by elementary figures and 
words which come together to represent social ideas. His drawings re-
flect on current phenomena, so familiarity with the current cultural and 
political context is usually necessary in order to grasp his message.

Perjovschi is present with a personal page on Facebook since 
2009, which reached the maximum 5000 friends quite fast, so he cre-
ated a new page on the 2 September 2011. The “About” section of this 
second page says: “My artist page. Everybody welcome.” Both pages 
are obviously run by himself, but they are not strictly artistic pages – he 
does not only use them to promote his own works. On the first page we 
find texts in Romanian, with his personal commentaries. While he posts 
more or less personal photos (about the streets of Bucharest, a garden 
gnome etc.), he also posts about his current exhibitions or, in the last 
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few months, drawings about the Ukrainian Crisis. On this page, the art-
ists himself posts commentaries and communicates with the visitors. 
The other page is more official; his works are presented in English or 
simply posted without any commentaries. He follows topics such as: 
the Ukrainian Crisis – with special attention to the Russian reactions, 
the Rosia-Montana case4, and issues related to the European Union.

He uses Facebook very consciously to promote his art and his be-
liefs. In a 2013 interview (Stefan, 2013) Perjovschi said the following: 
“For some time, I have been sliding from the institutional wall to the 
walls of Facebook. I found it to be an interesting space. Here, my draw-
ings mean something beyond ‘art.’ I can have a more objective and pre-
cise look at the events I comment on.”

In this interview he also speaks about the environmental protest 
movement related to the preservation of Rosia Montana. He uploaded 
his works relating to Rosia Montana to his Facebook page, which the 
activists downloaded, printed on their banners and their T-shirts. The 
artist’s reaction to this was the following: “Excellent! I really feel I have 
a role.” He does not find this a copy-right issue, but he would definitely 
sue if somebody started selling the T-shirts for money. Perjovschi does 
not desire to leave/abandon the museums completely, however, he 
finds Facebook to be a very important “public space”: “Somehow my 
drawings found a new and more truthful life. There is something very 
artificial about the white cube. I want my drawings to be free and active. 
If people identify with them, I am so very happy.”

This type of presence could be called “Facebook activism”: Dan 
Perjoschi has been doing it for three years and one if its advantages 
is that we cannot only see traditional drawings by him, but also digital 
ones, which he posts immediately onto his Facebook wall. Thousands of 
his friends and followers comment and share the images, thus creat-
ing a public place for sharing opinions and thoughts – something that 
is otherwise rare in the Romanian society. Perjovschi’s Facebook page 
is a distinguished space for the artistically supported social activism. 

Ütő Gusztáv

Ütő Gusztáv is a painter, graphic-designer, a committed perfor-
mance artist, a professor at Partium Christian University. He joined 

4 Political activities against the Rosia Montana cyanide gold mining project, a 
protest with impressive dimensions.  
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Facebook relatively early (24 July 2008), and has been very active 
since. His Facebook page is not explicitly an artist-page: a great num-
ber of his posts relates to his family, or to his homeland, Székely Land 
(landscapes, buildings, traditional medicine etc.). From the beginning 
of his Facebook presence, lots of his posts promoted his artistic activ-
ity, international performances and his teaching work. He started us-
ing Facebook as a surface for artistic-political activism in 2011. One of 
his major interests is the autonomy of Székely Land, one of the most 
heated topics of Transylvanian politics. He makes a wooden board with 
the inscription „Székelyföld – Ţinutul Secuiesc – Székely Land,” and 
he posts photos of himself holding the board alone or joined by oth-
ers in different contexts. His profile picture also represents him holding 
the board at Lake Szent Anna – a symbolic place for the székely com-
munity. Furthermore, he paints traditional old szekler Hungarian runic 
scripts on the Székely flag, he takes a photo of the flag and posts the 
photos to his wall. He uploads photos of his performance, in which he 
bound the above mentioned board to a surface covered with pebbles 
that spell out “Autonomy,” and when the board is lifted, the pebbles fall 
to the ground. He paints the Székely flag, with the sun and star, and 
he writes the same word “Autonomy” with yellow on a dark blue back-
ground, thus, alluding once again to the colours and structure of the 
Székely flag. This image is so strong in its simplicity that it could easily 
turn into a meme if it were not so connected to a regional context. He 
crops the shape of a moon and a star out of a piece of plywood shaped 
as a flag, and posts photos of this “flag,” with the cropped out parts be-
ing lighted by natural sunlight. As his Facebook wall gives space to the 
artistic and the personal alike, it is no wonder that he shares his flag 
and board projects with his wife and children, who often appear on such 
photos together with the artist.

Even though Ütő Gusztáv’s Facebook wall does not seem as delib-
erately artistic as in the case of Perjovschi, it is a very important means 
of expression for the artist’s social and political message and his ar-
tistic activism. He expresses important social messages in a condense 
form, as an image, so the message gets almost burnt into the memory 
of the visitors much more effectively than a simple text. Ütő Gusztáv’s 
pictures, similarly to Dan Perjovschi’s, are often used by activists, fight-
ing for the autonomy of Székely Land.
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4. The distinctive characteristics of the artistic world of Facebook

The virtual world of Facebook duplicates reality, in a way. People 
have “moved” parts of their lives to Facebook, similarly to some com-
panies. It is no wonder that the presence of the art world on Facebook is 
also strong. Relying on the three cases presented in this paper, we can 
identify the following characteristics of the Facebook art space: 

a. Presence on Facebook cannot be neglected even by the leading 
international art institutions (museums, galleries, auction houses). Af-
ter analysing the relevant cases we can see that the institutions which 
are more popular in real-life are also more popular virtually: they have 
a bigger number of Facebook followers. It would be worth trying to ana-
lyze with quantitative methods the connection between actual visitor 
numbers and Facebook visitor numbers. 

b. Pages promoting pictures or images of artworks on the internet 
become popular quite fast. Pictures posted by such pages are shared 
by the followers, thus making some of the photos go viral, which could 
lead to users seeing the same image on many different Facebook pag-
es on the same day. It is also due to the viral aspect that images can 
become famous over night, but they can also become yesterday’s news 
in the same way, disappearing in the cyber-ocean of forgotten content 
of Facebook. According to different sources5 200 or 350 million uploads 
occur on Facebook daily, also, according to their estimation, around 90 
billion pictures are currently on Facebook. Quite probably, only a frac-
tion of these are dedicated to art, but still, getting in contact with such 
an amount of visual data could not even be imagined before the exis-
tence of the internet, and what is more, before Facebook – the largest 
photo-sharing site today.

c. Facebook has also strengthened the world’s “global village” 
(McLuhan, 1962) character. Geographical distances play non ever in-
creasing role in our lives given the possibility of being in the same cy-
berspace, whatever our geographical location might be. Maintaining 
contact does not depend on geographical proximity anymore, what 
does count, though, is internet availability. On the other hand, this vir-
tual global village of Facebook works more as a “regional village”: the 
content that I as a user see on my wall is usually something or someone 

5 http://www.quora.com/How-many-photos-are-uploaded-to-Facebook-each-
day
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I am interested in the first place, I will join or follow the page or user 
because of my interest in them or their works. This way, it is much more 
probable that the relevant artistic content would reach those who are 
interested in art in the first place and their web of friends. Maybe this 
interest-filter explains the popularity of art-promoting sites.

d. Artistic activism, one of the most distinctive characteristics of 
the Facebook art space

The Facebook pages which go beyond merely presenting the works 
of the artist have proved to be more interesting. Since the birth of the 
avant-garde one and a half decade ago, numerous artists have tried to 
contribute in some way to the engineering of society, but this seemed 
quite hard due to art being entirely separated from daily life. Face-
book presents great opportunities for those artists, who do not fancy 
maintaining the sacred sphere of art separate from the mundane daily 
routine. It also proves useful if they desire to spread their message to 
the widest possible public. Actually, we cannot really imagine a more 
useful means for this task than Facebook: any message can be shared 
in an instant and almost free of charge with three million people (the 
number of Banksy’s followers). This way, artists can organize their own 
exhibitions, or present their own selections, in their own way. The reac-
tion of the public is also instantaneous: from the fraction of a second 
necessary for clicking on Like or Share, to the somewhat more time we 
need to comment, we can express our opinions right away, and getting 
an immediate response to their works can be quite motivating for the 
artists. Artists have probably never been closer to their public. Further-
more, the works of the artists we are dealing with do not lose signifi-
cant aesthetic value by being digitalized to fit the virtual sphere. Fur-
thermore, these artists do not really care about copyright issues: they 
usually accept others sharing their works, or they feel pleased when 
activists use their creations to promote their chosen message. 

Facebook functions as a huge picture storage device, and if we 
take in consideration the number of artistic products uploaded, it also 
functions as a global museum. Thus, art comes closer to those who 
are geographically further away, or who are not part of the cultural or 
artistic elite of society. It seems that today it is not that much the pub-
lic, who goes to museums in order to encounter art, but that a huge 
virtual museum moves into our living rooms via our computers. Older 
and newer artworks are hanging on our walls. On our Facebook walls.
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Facebook and ecology oF news

G e o r G e ta  D r u l ă
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social media sites have provoked a lot of 
innovations for journalism, as is already 
known. In fact, they are changing patterns 
of news production and consumption. This 
paper provides a study about news sites 
and their Facebook pages in Romania, and 
also shows the functionality of the ecology 
of news in conditions of users’ engage-
ment, and participation on this platform. 
It can be noticed that news sites appear 
and work with many similarities with social 
media sites. Thus, they borrow functionali-
ties in terms of appearance and interaction 
with the user. audiences around the news 
site are more communities of users or 
groups from social media platforms. con-
tent is also changed to be better promoted 
on social media platforms, but also, it is col-
lected from various places and sources on 
the web. This study focuses on the concern 

whether the users’ participation on Face-
book really brings audiences on news sites 
due to a new ecology of news. since partici-
pation is considered to be the most impor-
tant characteristic of social media technol-
ogies, this paper addresses matters related 
to the participation of users on Facebook 
platform, and the ways in which news sites 
are changing to meet the challenges gen-
erated by social media technologies. 
The methods used are the content analysis, 
and data are processed by statistical meth-
od of analysis. This study is a longitudinal 
one, did in March 2012 and in March 2014.
conclusions of this study take note of as-
pects of adoption of Facebook by the news 
sites, from the perspective of users’ en-
gagement and participation, and from the 
perspective of the ecology of news on social 
media platforms.

keywords: ecology of news, social media and news, Facebook and ecology of news, user-
generated content, media product innovation 
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1. Introduction

Social media change the paradigms of communication and also the 
paradigms of news production, because new actors are involved in the 
production process, and the communication is directed towards con-
nection processes. Thus, users are active participants and contribute 
to developing news and news sites. They are participants in all phases 
of production. At the same time, users are consumers of news and in-
formation, and they contribute to news diffusion, especially on social 
media platforms. The users’ contribution for online media production 
causes new changes and innovations in journalism.

The issues addressed by this paper concern the ways in which 
users’ contribution on Facebook platform influences news sites. The 
objective of this study is to demonstrate how users participate in de-
termining changes for news sites. The empirical data referring to par-
ticipation and engagement activities are measured on the Facebook 
platform. Users’ participation and engagement are presented and are 
included in a new ecology of news, where users are at the same time 
actors in the process of production and consumption of news. They are 
involved in these processes through new relations with online media 
products, journalists, and other people, based on the functionality and 
specificity of the Facebook platform. 

“Ecology of news” and users’ engagement are strongly related to 
the analysis of relationships between different actors in social media 
environment. This paper deals with these two aspects and with their 
dependencies, such as: “ecology of news” and users’ engagement and 
participation on Facebook over time in a longitudinal analysis.

 

2. Theoretical framework

Very competitive digital media market sets new concerns for pro-
duction. Users can easily read the same information on different sites. 
They can react to journalistic content or contribute with their own mul-
timedia content. This situation increases the pressure on professional 
production of online news, which should provide a media product, rein-
vested and innovated continuously. 

On the Facebook platform users participate with comments and 
different actions (such as, share or like). But also on the same Face-
book pages of news users can offer multimedia content. On this plat-
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form, information and news are not only sent to the users (audiences). 
The main concern is to propagate them through this social media plat-
form to more and more users. So, it can be seen that in the news flow-
ing, the communication processes are completed by connecting pro-
cesses between people. Multimedia story in the social media journalism 
means links between pieces of information, but also between people. 
This means that the role of journalism on social media platforms is not 
only to communicate with the audience, but also to make connections 
of all kinds: connections between journalists and public, connections 
between governmental institutions and citizens, connections between 
media companies and digital markets, connections between people 
and hyper-information. Communication process is completed with 
connectivity, and this is considered to be a paradigm change in com-
munication, by several authors, but also by Mcquail (2013).

Also, communication and connectivity on social media brings into 
question the concepts of “participatory media” and “ecology of news”. 
Participatory media and participant media communication refer to in-
teractive activities done on various social platforms with the purpose 
of maintaining and developing personal relationships (Gruner, Lukas & 
Homburg, 2010).

The concept of “ecology of news” is defined in the context of digital 
and online environment of producing and distributing news. The journal-
istic practices and the steps in the online news production are changed 
a lot. The “ecology of news” is described by many authors by using other 
terms, such as: produsage or prosumer (Bruns, 2006, 2009). News pro-
duction is becoming more interactive and individual-centred. 

The already known concept of “media ecology” refers to media 
environments, to technologies and techniques, modes of information, 
and codes of communication that have an important role for people 
(Strate, 1999). 

The “ecology of news” deals with the relations of actors in the 
news production/consumption process, and with the relations of actors 
and their social media platform’s specific functionality. Also, “ecology 
of news” deals with the relationships between groups in creating and 
consuming news, and their social media environment. The purpose of 
this study is to underline both kinds of relationships, mentioned above.

New media technologies, which are important in the digital econ-
omy, generate the “do-it-yourself” and “do-it-with-others” models for 
making media products and news production. These technologies en-
courage new and free activities for journalism. 
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Some characteristics are important for the “ecology of news” on 
social media platforms:

- Users participate in news production, and they have brought 
about a new format of news, new consumption patterns, and new prac-
tices of reading news on various devices; 

- Networks of people can evaluate news and watch the production 
process in various communities, using peer-to-peer evaluation;

- Collaborative creation practices are found on many types of sites, 
such as wiki news sites or social networking sites as platforms of con-
nections. These sites can define a map of collaborative working and 
media sociability.

- Information is transmitted and also shared. There are already 
practices of sharing news on Twitter and Facebook for a better diffu-
sion of information. The “diffusion of innovation” theory launched by 
Everett Rogers in 1962 and its elements - new ideas, communication 
channels, time and social system - are still valid for news diffusion via 
social media platforms.

The consequences of a new “ecology of news” on social media 
platforms are, in general, convergent media products. There are an in-
creasing number of news sites that are working after a wiki-site model, 
using the professionals and users’ contribution. 

The social media sites and Facebook especially, are places where 
media organizations find audiences. At the same time, people, audi-
ences find on Facebook voluminous information coming from several 
sources and users in various formats. This platform is also a platform 
for collecting and aggregation of news.

The possibilities and functionalities offered by the social media 
platforms attract media stakeholders for their daily activities, and fa-
vour networked journalism. Jacobson (2010), referring to multimedia 
journalism, considers aspects related to the hypertextual structure of 
information, and to the information created by professionals and users. 
The conclusions provided by Jacobson (2010) show that a new journal-
istic model is in place, a model based on professional-citizen collabo-
ration, where citizens give stories and reporters write them.

The theoretical framework of this paper, in the context of “ecol-
ogy of news” could address theories of convergence, social media, and 
innovation in journalism. The combination of these three categories of 
theories supposes that media convergence refers to inter-media re-
lationships based on “social collaboration,” and that it results in the 
innovation of media products. Thus, media innovation is sustained by 
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“convergence” and “social media” (Jenkins, 2004). But “social collabo-
ration” and “social production” are routes to innovation in journalism 
(Benkler, 2006). Mitchelstein and Boczkowski (2009) examine the re-
lationship between tradition and change from the perspective of online 
news production. They analyse the research done for online news pro-
duction, considering, as part of their analysis, aspects related to the 
“process of innovation, alterations in journalistic practices, and chal-
lenges to established professional dynamics, and the role of user-gen-
erated content.” They notice that journalistic practices tend to adopt 
alternative ways of producing online news, and theories tend to rethink 
existing concepts or to create new ones.

In the “ecology of news” on social media platforms information 
can be remixed, reused, and redistributed in a new form. Deuze (2006) 
talks about “digital culture” and the possibility to combine information 
such that are created new ones. On social media platforms, various 
forms of participatory user-generated content, open publishing on the 
Web, or hypermedia storytelling generate new steps of news produc-
tion based on re-used information. On social media platforms, news 
are updated very quickly and also they can be shared, thereby offering a 
much wider variety of choices to keep the audience informed. Moreover, 
social media platforms offer possibilities for people to edit and change 
information they transmit, or to comment or share the content. 

The newest and most important actor in the “ecology of news on 
social media platforms, is the user. Also, the user’s contribution to the 
news production and news sharing is very important and it is specific 
for social media platforms. These actions of the user influence the re-
lations in the online news environment. Following this idea, Tapscott 
and Williams (2006) talk about “wikinomics”, or user-generated con-
tent production, that refers to the importance of mass collaboration 
for news production. The collaboration aspects in the news production 
process are related to activities of users’ participation and engage-
ment on social media platform.

Users’ participation and collaboration are core elements in the 
“ecology of news” on Facebook. All the news sites have the possibility 
to connect through a link to the Facebook platform. In return, the Face-
book pages of news give the opportunity to open and to read different 
articles in the news sites, or to comment, share this content. Social 
media and Facebook make the users as part of media supply chain.

The “open source” idea, used first in software programming activi-
ties, is nowadays applied in journalism as a “share” option on Facebook 
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platform, or as downloading multimedia content from the other users. 
The relations and processes in the “news ecology” on social media 

platforms are approached in different ways by various authors.
Couldry, Livingstone, and Markham (2007) consider that con-

sumption of media is linked to public engagement and citizenship, and, 
for this purpose, social media are very suitable, because they have the 
same characteristics. Open-source technologies have brought about 
the characteristics of mass collaboration and peer production, usually 
found on social media platforms.

Brussee and Hekman (2009) offer a “socio-economic” perspec-
tive for social media, considering that information is produced by both 
readers and professionals. 

In the context of “ecology of news,” Idota, Minetaki, Bunno, and 
Masatsugu (2011) define the relationship between social media and 
media product. They address this issue in terms of social capital and 
its influence on social media use. The authors found that social media 
is more important in some industries where communication channels 
are extended with the purpose of being in contact with the customers/
audiences.

The online news environment on social media platforms is consid-
ered by Lugmayr (2010). He discusses “ambient media” on social me-
dia platforms, where information occurs in the natural environment of 
the consumer. The author shows that “ambient media” found on social 
media platforms refers to processes, forms, and management of news 
production, and also to a degree of novelty.

A study by Drulă did in 2011 shows the approach of new media 
technologies and social media, and their characteristics (user-gener-
ated content, user participation) for Romanian journalists. The study 
aimed to know the degree to which journalists know social media and 
new media technologies, and how they are assimilated into their jour-
nalistic activities. The results of this study show that journalists ac-
cept new media technologies, but their implementation is based more 
on traditional rules of journalism. Drulă (2011) says that the number 
of journalists that adopted new media technologies and their specific 
practices, like creating Web content according to specific standards, is 
almost equal to the number of journalists that are devoted to tradition-
al rules of journalism and to writing well in general. The journalists who 
adopted new media technologies and social media identified several 
skills, knowledge, and abilities in online activities, which they called as: 
“to be able to capture and enter text or multimedia elements (photos, 
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videos),” “SEO, SEM skills,” “to consider keywords for searching,” “to 
think multimedia.  Not to stick to one channel of communication.” 

Unlike the previous study, and under these circumstances, the 
present study addresses matters related to social media and new 
media technologies, and their implementation for news sites through 
user intervention. The objective of this study is to determine the ways 
in which user participation can influence the news ecology on social 
media platforms, especially on the Facebook. 

The interaction between users and Facebook pages is measured 
by the “engagement rate” indicator. The “user engagement rate” indi-
cator is considered by the socialbakers.com site2 (a site of Facebook 
statistics) as an indicator of users’ participation on Facebook pages. 
According to socialbakers.com, the engagement rate reflects the per-
centage of fans that interact on average with a post, and it is calculated 
as the average number of likes, comments, and shares per post during 
a certain period of time, divided by the total number of fans of that 
page. The socialbakers.com site considers and calculates this indicator 
at intervals of 30 days. For the purpose of this study, the “users’ 
engagement rate” indicator is used as a measure of users’ participa-
tion, and is expressed by the number of interactions which occur on 
the Facebook, such as number of likes, share, and comments, relative 
to the number of posts having at least one type of multimedia content 
(such as videos, photos, texts, and links). For the purpose of this study, 
for each post the source of content on the Facebook pages is also con-
sidered, such as: news site’s (own) content, content from other sites, 
content from other users, or from YouTube. 

The formula for users’ engagement offered by socialbakers.com  
is calculated as “Average Post Engagement Rate,” and “Daily Page En-
gagement Rate.”

The “Average Post Engagement Rate” on Facebook indicator is 
given by the number of Likes, Comments, and Shares on a given day 
divided to the number of wall posts made by page on a given day, and 
then divided to the total number of Fans on a given day.

The “Daily Page Engagement Rate” Facebook indicator is given by 
the number of Likes, Comments, and Shares on a given day divided to 
the number of total fans on a given day.

2 http://www.socialbakers.com/blog/484-new-in-socialbakers-analytics-en-
gagement-metrics-that-go-deeper-into-your-page-s-engagement/
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In the literature review and at other tools for Facebook metrics, 
the users’ engagement rate has different formula of calculation.

The “users’ engagement rate (UER)” indicator must be interpreted 
under several conditions. Thus, Leander (2011) gives an interpretation 
of an engagement rate indicator and provides the benchmarks for it 
in the intervals. He considers that an engagement rate of above 1% 
is considered good, an engagement rate situated in the interval be-
tween 0.5% - 0.99% is considered average, and an engagement rate of 
below 0.5% is considered poor. On the other hand, Wong (2011) says 
that what works for brands is different from what works for media on 
Facebook pages. She shows that fans consume posts, comments, and 
news, and they are reserved to debate certain topics on media pages 
of Facebook. Thus, the best metrics for measuring activity on media 
pages of Facebook are still the number of posts per day, post links, and 
the time of post.

The social media usage has an important implication for media 
through user participation. This study is dedicated to see how Facebook 
pages are used by news sites, in their “ecology of news”. It addresses 
matters related to the participation of users on the Facebook platform. 
Thus, the users’ participation on Facebook pages is made operational 
by the number of users’ actions (likes, shares), and the number of us-
ers’ contributions (comments and posts).

  

3. Methodological considerations

This study notices the users’ influence through their participation 
on the Facebook platform, and takes into consideration content and 
users’ actions on this platform.

The corpus of analysis is made of data collected directly from the 
Facebook pages of Romanian news sites.

This is a longitudinal study, did in March 2012, and then in March 
– May 2014. The longitudinal approach makes us to understand better 
the evolution of the phenomenon. Thus, the same sample of Facebook 
pages of news sites is analyzed in different stages.

As the number of Facebook users in Romania has greatly increased 
in the last two years, we repeated the study in 2014. Longitudinal study 
provides new information about changes of Facebook pages of news 
sites over time. This kind of study can find correlations between audi-
ence and the media product through the interface of Facebook platform.
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This study considers six Facebook pages, corresponding to six 
general news sites. These sites are listed in the hierarchy provided by 
a site for Internet audience in Romania, sati.ro, in the category “Gen-
eral news,” and they are: one television channels’ site (realitatea.net); 
one television show site (stirileProTv.ro); three online publications sites 
(adevarul.ro, gandul.info, and evz.ro), and an online news portal site 
(hotnews.ro).

The analysis is based on a content analysis and method of correla-
tion between the different data collected in the two years. The results 
from the content analysis investigation are subject to statistical tests 
undertaken in SPSS software. Using these methods it can be analyzed 
the Facebook content of news sites (ecology of news) and the users’ 
reactions and participation on this social platform.

In March 2012, in the content analysis a coding schema groups 
posts on two criteria: type of content and source of content for the 
Facebook pages of news sites. Variables considered in this analysis are: 
number of fans, number of users’ actions, number of users’ contribu-
tions, number of posts and the user engagement rate (UER) indicator. 
The engagement rate indicator shows how many people who saw a post 
then liked, shared, or commented on it. 

In 2012, in order to demonstrate the impact of social media on 
news sites through users’ participation, this study considered two 
types of correlations.

The first correlation analyses the relationship between the sources 
of content on Facebook pages of news sites and users’ engagement rate. 
These are considered to be the best variables for analysing news sites: 

- Average monthly users’ engagement rate (UER) – Y,
- Number of posts on month – X1,
- Source of the content (own content / YouTube / other sites/ 

other users) – X2.
 The second one means that the correlation shows the rela-

tionship between different types of content on media Facebook pages 
as well as the user engagement rate, and considers the following vari-
ables: 

- Average monthly engagement rate (UER) – Y,
- Number of posts on month – X1,
- Type of content (video, photo, audio, text, link) – X2.
It can be noticed that some elements of news sites are determined 

by Facebook users, including the content and design of the online me-
dia product, as well as the news. These data have been collected and 



100

processed, due to the fact that they were found in a small number on 
Facebook pages. 

For the interval March – May 2014, the great challenge of this 
study was to collect the voluminous data. Web tools were used that 
helped to collect data from Facebook pages. A lot of research time has 
been devoted to the collecting of large amounts of data. Facebook pag-
es of news sites in 2014 compared with 2012 have a great number of 
posts, as well as Likes, Comments, and Shares. This makes practically 
difficult or impossible to collect data manually by counting the items. 
Thus, automated methods were used to collect data, using the tools of 
analysis from Web.

The collection of big data was followed by the organization and 
their analysis. In the analysis of big data it is important to discover 
different patterns and information contained within this data. The 
analysis of large volume of data is based more on specialized software 
tools, and made use of predictive analytics, data mining, text mining, 
forecasting, or data optimization. This data and the indicators address 
more information about content virality and users’ engagement.

4. Findings and results

Some statistics show the evolution of the number of Facebook 
users and Facebook pages in Romania. There were 7.200.000 users 
registered in Romania according to Facebrands.ro, in January 2014. 
Facebrands.ro3 is a Romanian site for measuring Facebook audiences 
that give indicators for the Facebook pages. According to Facebrands4, 
in 2013 the number of Facebook users in Romania grew by 25%, while 
Romanian Facebook pages increased in number by 20%. But in 2011 
the number of Facebook users in Romania increased by 83%. For this 
reason, it is important to have a longitudinal study.

From the Facebook pages of general news sites different data 
were collected, such as: number of posts per month, sources of content 
and type of content, and others that refer to users’ engagement and 
news consumption of Facebook pages. 

3 http://www.facebrands.ro/category/30/Stiri-generale.html
4 Facebrands. (January 2014). 7 milioane de utilizatori de Facebook in Romania. 
http://www.facebrands.ro/blog/2014/01/7-milioane-utilizatori-facebook-
romania-ian-2014/
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In March 2012, users’ activities on Facebook pages of news sites 
show that TV channel ProTV registered a significant number of user 
interactions (likes, comments, and shares), compared to other media 
Facebook pages. For all analyzed cases, it can be seen that most nu-
merosus posts have links attached. Content coming from users is very 
small, quantitatively or not at all, for all analyzed cases. The content 
taken from youtube.com is significant, especially on Facebook pages of 
television channels and shows. No stories are launched by the users on 
the Facebook pages of news sites.

The amount of stories posted by the users on Facebook pages 
raise each year. Thus, in March 2013, on Facebook pages, the following 
was noticed: 

- On the Facebook pages of realitatea.net, antena3.ro, and stir-
ileProTv.ro all posts are links to TV site news, and users give comments, 
shares, and likes.

- On the Facebook pages of adevarul.ro, 69 stories were found, 
posted by the users in March 2013.

- On the Facebook pages of gandul.info and evz.ro, all posts are 
either links to news sites or shares of other links. Users give comments 
on, share, and like the posts.

- On the Facebook pages of hotnews.ro, users gave 72 stories, 
also comments, shares, and likes on posts that are links to news site.

Table and Figure 1: Evolution of the number of fans, 
according to facebrands.ro

Facebook Fan Page 
of news_sites

FANS_2012 – 
March 2012

FANS_2013 – 
March 2013

FANS_2014-
May 2014

stirileProTV.ro 191.380 529.865 1.376.797
Realitatatea.net 70.844 434.778 892.181
Adevarul 56.652 95.534 266.262
Gandul 63.644 230.297 493.592
Evz 23.782 47.429 95.141
Hotnews 20.511 42.160 138.899
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Table and Figure 2: PTAT (People Taking about This) over time

Facebook Fan Page 
of news sites

PTAT_2012 PTAT_2014

stirileProTV.ro 37.680 137.868
Realitatatea.net 14.896 91.075
Adevarul 5.544 75.321
Gandul 5.381 22.393
Evz 821 1.582
Hotnews 985 8.925

Evolution of the number of fans

0

200.000

400.000

600.000

800.000

1.000.000

1.200.000

1.400.000

1.600.000

1 2 3 4 5 6

Fan FB pages of news sites

N
um

be
r o

f f
an

s

Fans 2012
Fans 2013
Fans 2014

People Taking About This

0

20.000

40.000

60.000

80.000

100.000

120.000

140.000

160.000

1 2 3 4 5 6

Fan FB pages of news sites

PT
A

T Series1
Series2



103

In 2012 the engagement rate was calculated with socialbakers.
com formula and two correlations. One correlation is between the 
sources of content on media Facebook pages and users’ engagement 
rate, and there were considered variables: monthly Engagement Rate 
(ER) – Y, number of posts on month – X1, and source of the content 
(own content / YouTube / other sites/ other users) – X2. The coeffi-
cients found in this correlation show that the users’ engagement rate 
(ER) in 2012 on the media Facebook pages mostly depends on the con-
tent from youtube.com, then the number of posts, and content from 
other sites, or from users (Table 4).  The monthly engagement rate in 
March 2012 is given in table 3.

Table 3: Average monthly engagement rate 
for Facebook page of each news site, March 2012 

Fan Facebook pages of news sites 
Average Monthly Engagement Rate 
March 2012

stirileProTV.ro 3,04

Realitatatea.net 3,00

Adevarul.ro 1,37

Gandul.info 3,43

Evz.ro 1,23

Hotnews.ro 1,40

Table 4: The relationship between the engagement rate 
and the source of content for Facebook pages of news sites, in 2012

Nr. of 
posts per 
month

Nr. of posts 
from other 
users

Nr. of posts 
- Content 
from 
youtube.com

Nr. of 
posts 
- Own 
content of 
media site

Nr. of 
posts - 
Content 
from 
other 
sites

Average 
Monthly 
Engagement 
Rate (AMER)

0, 1303 0,1215 0,2053 0,0639 0,1460
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In 2012, the second correlation shows the relationship between 
different types of content on media Facebook pages as well as the user 
engagement rate, and there were considered the variables: monthly 
Engagement Rate (ER) – Y, number of posts on month – X1, and type of 
content (video, photo, audio, text, link) – X2. For 2012 the correlation 
coefficients found in the second analysis show that the highest corre-
lation in the same direction as engagement rate (ER) is with posts with 
video files attached, and posts that have attached photos. Posts with 
attached links do not have a big influence on ER. Furthermore, ER is di-
minished by the posts that do not contain any media, just text (Table 5).

Table 5: Correlation between engagement rate 
and types of content for Facebook pages of news sites, in 2012

Number 
of posts 
per 
month

Posts 
with a 
photo 
attached

Posts 
with a 
video 
attached

Posts 
with 
a link 
attached 
post links 
(Wong)

Posts 
with no 
media 
attached

Posts with 
questions

Average 
Monthly 
Engagement 
Rate (AMER)

0,1303 0,3194 0,3466 0,1681 -0,6348 0,1188

 
In the comparison between 2012 and 2014, it was found that the 

number of fans and the indicator PTAT (People Talking about This) are 
positively and strongly correlated in each year (Table 6).

Table 6: Correlation between number of fans 
and indicator PTAT in the two years:

 Fans 12 Fans 13 Fans 14 PTAT_2012 PTAT_2014
Fans 12 1
Fans 13 0,858652 1
Fans 14 0,931983 0,984054 1
PTAT_2012 0,980731 0,901145 0,961596 1
PTAT_2014 0,874073 0,847642 0,885947 0,900773 1

If in 2012 data collection and users’ engagement were relatively 
simple to accomplish and calculate, in 2014 these issues were very dif-
ficult due to the huge quantity of data on Facebook pages of the new 
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sites analyzed. Between the two years important differences related to 
users’ engagement and the “ecology of news” on the Facebook plat-
form were identified.

In 2012 this study revealed several situations regarding news 
trends and users’ engagement registered on the Facebook pages of 
news sites. Users accessed Facebook pages of news sites to approve 
news or media activities, and news sites accessed social media plat-
forms to obtain new users or to maintain existing ones. Both news sites 
and users gave their content and shared content from other sites, such 
as youtube.com, on Facebook pages.

It was remarked, in the cases presented above, that different 
technological platforms are combined to assure the news transporta-
tion, such as the content management systems of news sites and the 
Facebook platform and youtube.com platform. Thus, the content post-
ed on the Facebook pages of some news sites comes from the youtube.
com platform. The analysed correlations show that a social network of 
people found on a new media platform and around a news site based on 
compelling content, can facilitate user participation.

In 2012, in the cases analysed, participation through Facebook 
pages of news sites were almost given by the number of “Likes” which 
is significantly comparable to the number of comments. “Likes” are the 
main types of interaction and participation for all media sites. The con-
tent given by the users, expressed by the average number of posts per 
month, is approximately equal for all types of media sites, television 
channels or TV shows, online publications or news portals.

In 2012 the actions of participation were still less frequent on the 
Facebook pages of online newspapers sites. The highest proportion of 
posts belonged to those that gave links to youtube.com content. This 
situation shows that it is the connectivity between the new media plat-
forms which is important. The conclusion to draw from this is that high 
values for the platform’s indicators taken individually do not directly 
mean greater participation on a new media platform, in this case on 
the Facebook platform. A low level of user participation also means a 
reduced exploitation of the possibilities offered by the new media tech-
nologies.

Due to their important quantity, in 2014 different tools for data 
collection and analysis were used. Likealyzer.com is an analysis tool 
that provides recommendations and feedback on the presence on 
Facebook. It gives recommendations customized for the Facebook 
Page, and the analysis is based on the metrics such as: presence, dia-
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logue, action, and information. In linkealyzer.com the number of posts 
published per day is calculated, in the majority of cases, on the 25 most 
recent posts. Regarding posts per type more variety is better.

In table 7 one can notice that over time the Facebook pages of 
news sites have increased significantly their activities by posting more 
frequently per day and per month. Their posts are predominately links 
to their articles in the news sites and to sites created in the same me-
dia company (Table 8). According to Rezab (2011), on Facebook pages 
of media sites the ideal number of posts per day is 4 – 10 or higher.

Table 7: Mean of posts per day and month in 2012 and 2014 - comparison
Facebook Fan 
Page of news 

sites

2012 - MEAN 
Posts per month 

(according to 
linkealyzer.com)

2014 - MEAN 
Posts per 

month 

2012 - MEAN
Posts per 

day 

2014 - MEAN
Posts per day 
(according to 

linkealyzer.
com)

stirileProTV.ro 25 2020,2 0,83 67,34

Realitatatea.net 99 1541,4 3,3 51,38

Adevarul.ro 21 2112,6 0,7 70,42

Gandul.info 30 3456 1 115,2

Evz.ro 23 1440 0,76 48

Hotnews.ro 23 576,3 0,76 19,21

Table 8: Links from Facebook posts to other sites, in 2014

Facebook Fan Page of 
news sites

Links to other sites

Stirileprotv.ro

- deBarbati.ro
- www.yoda.ro:
- www.incont.ro
- www.sport.ro
- www.cancan.ro
- www.perfecte.ro
- www.protv.ro
- www.procinema.ro
- www.foodstory

realitatea.net No.
adevarul.ro No.
gandul.info No.
evz.ro No.
hotnews.ro www.giftbooks.ro
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In 2014, due to the important number of data, for the calculation 
of mean number of Likes, Shares, and Comments in the table 9, data 
was collected each day in a month (March) with the tool likealyzer.com. 
It can be noticed that both the Facebook page of news sites and the 
users’ participation are definitely more intense in 2014.

Table 9: Number of Likes, Shares, and Comments per month in 2012 and 2014

Facebook Fan page 
of news sites

2012 – MEAN 
L_S_C per Post 
/ Month (March 
2012) 

2014 - MEAN 
L_S_C per 
Post  / Day
Values 

2014 – MEAN 
L_S_C / per Post / 
Month  

stirileProTV.ro 831,68 270 8100

Realitatatea.net 79,61 80 2400

Adevarul.ro 102,33 186 5580

Gandul.info 330,93 142 4260

Evz.ro 57,65 1 30

Hotnews.ro 42,91 313 9390

The correlations between mean number of fans, posts, and the 
mean number of Likes Shares, and Comments in the two years are 
shown in table 10 and table 11.  In 2012 the number of fans is posi-
tively correlated with the mean number of posts per month and per day, 
but less significant than the mean number of Likes, Comments, and 
Shares. By comparison, in 2014 the number of fans is positively cor-
related, and with the same power with the mean number of posts and 
the mean number of Likes, Comments, and Shares. Thus, the number 
of Likes, Comments, and Shares was more important for the Facebook 
pages in 2012 than in 2014. In 2012 the number of users’ interactions 
is negatively correlated with the number of posts per day and month. 
This means that a small number of posts attracted users’ participation. 
In 2014 the number of actions of users’ engagement is also negatively 
correlated with the mean number of posts per day or per month. Data 
shows that the viral content of posts is more important than the num-
ber of posts per day or per month.
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Table 10: Correlation between mean number of Fans, Posts, 
and mean number of Likes, Shares, and Comments in 2012

 Fans 12
2012_MEAN_

Posts per month 
2012_MEAN_ 
Posts per day 

2012_
MEAN_L_S_C 

per post March 
Fans 12 1
2012_MEAN_
Posts per month 

0,020372 1

2012_MEAN_ 
Posts per day 

0,021133 0,999996 1

2012_
MEAN_L_S_C per 
post March 

0,945915 -0,21546 -0,21479 1

Table 11: Correlation between mean number of Fans, Posts, 
and mean number of Likes, Shares, and Comments in 2014

 Fans 14
2014_MEAN_ 

Posts per 
month  

2014_MEAN_ 
Posts per day

2014_
MEAN_L_S_C 
per post/day 

Fans 14 1
2014_MEAN_ 
Posts per 
month  

0,242077 1

2014_MEAN_ 
Posts per day

0,242077 1 1

2014_
MEAN_L_S_C 
per post/day 

0,228289 -0,19495 -0,19495 1

Furthermore, in the ANOVA analysis in 2012 and 2014, it is shown 
which variables contribute more to grouping characteristics: Fans, 
MEAN, Posts per month, MEAN_ Posts per day, and MEAN_L_S_C 
per post March.  It can be seen that both in 2012 (F = 7,752664; P-
value = 0,001257 > 0.001) and in 2014 (F = 7,023049; P-value = 
0,002071>0.001) the value of F is very similar. Because P-value is 
higher than 0,001, then it can be concluded that the hypothesis, ac-
cording to which the variables considered influencing the activity on 
Facebook pages, is confirmed. The one-way ANOVA in Means provides 
the linearity test and association measures that help to understand the 
structure and strength of the relationship between the groups of char-
acteristics considered (Fans, MEAN, Posts per month, MEAN_ Posts per 
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day, and MEAN_L_S_C per post March) and their Means. Thus, in the two 
years analyzed, the linearity hypothesis between characteristics was 
validated.

 
Table 12: Posts given by others on Facebook pages 

of news sites in March 2014

Facebook Fan 
page of news 
site

Can 
everyone 
post to your 
timeline?

Number of posts 
given by users in 
March 2014

Posts by fans 
according to 
likealyzer.com 
tool.

Timing according to 
likealyzer.com tool.

Stirileprotv.ro No. No. On page there are 
many posts published 
between 09 and 12 
(GMT). 
But posts published 
between 06 and 09 
(GMT) engage more 
users.

realitatea.net Yes. 0 Happens on a 
daily basis.

The majority of 
posts are published 
between 09 and 12 
(GMT). 
At this time, the 
followers of this 
page seem to be 
most active. The 
most common times 
that users write are 
between 12 - 14 
(GMT) and 18 - 20 
(GMT) and the most 
common days are 
Saturdays.

adevarul.ro Yes 66 Happens once 
or twice a week.

The fans of this 
page seem to be 
responding best to 
photos. Especially 
to photos posted 
between 06 and 09 
(GMT). 
Page publishes the 
majority of the posts 
between 06 and 09 
(GMT). At this time, 
followers seem to be 
most active.
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gandul.info Yes 121 Happens on a 
daily basis.

The majority of 
posts are published 
between 06 and 09 
(GMT). At this time, 
followers seem to be 
most active.

evz.ro No No. Many posts are 
published between 
12 and 15 (GMT), 
but posts published 
between 09 and 12 
(GMT) engage more 
users.

hotnews.ro Yes 16 Happens once 
or twice a week.

Fans seem to 
respond best to 
Links. Especially to 
Links posted between 
12 and 15 (GMT). 
The majority of 
posts are published 
between 12 and 15 
(GMT). At this time, 
followers seem to be 
most active.

 
Table 12 shows that the Facebook pages of news sites give limita-

tive possibilities to users to offer their content. Users are important on 
these pages for their engagement, strictly to the posts offered. They 
can only give Likes, Comments, and Shares to the information offered 
by the Facebook page. But some of the pages analyzed give users the 
possibility to post their ideas on their pages. In these cases, users give 
posts no so frequently, mostly once per day. 

In table 13 the type of posts, the length of posts, and also the 
hashtags used in posts can be tracked in May 2014. It can be noticed 
that posts have photos as their main component. But the diversity of 
posts’ content can also be noticed, as a combination of photos, texts, 
and links. This combination assures the users’ engagement on these 
pages. Comparatively with 2012, in 2014 other components appear, 
predominately in posts, and new components are included, such as 
hashtags. The length of the posts is in all situations between 100 and 
500 characters.

 



111

Table 13: Type of posts of Facebook Fan pages of news sites, May 2014

Facebook 
Fan page of 
news site

Hashtags Examples of hashtags

Length 
of posts 
(according 
to likealyzer.
com)

Posts per 
type in a day
– May 2014 
(according 
to likealyzer.
com)

Stirileprotv.ro Not using.
100 – 500 
characters

100% photos

realitatea.net
Not using. 100 – 500 

characters
95.8% Photo
4.2%  Status

adevarul.ro Using.
#foto
#VIDEO
#Adevarul_live

100 – 500 
characters

66.7% 
Photos 
29.2% Status
4.2%  Links

gandul.info Not using,
100 - 500 
characters 

91.7% 
photos; 
8.3%  Status 

evz.ro Using

#Beyonce, #JayZ, #divort, 
#OanaRoman, #DianaDumitrescu, 
#divort, #OanaZavoranu, 
#BiancaDragusanu, 
#operatiiestetice, 
#Donetk, #Ucraina, #OSCE

100 - 500 
characters

100 % 
Photos.

hotnews.ro Not using.
100 – 500 
characters

12.5%  
Photos 
41.7% Status
45.8%  Links

Regarding users habits on Facebook pages, like in the situation of 
likealyzer.com tool, table 14 illustrates the data collected about Face-
book pages of news sites with the tool cscore.recommend.ly. This tool 
gives indicators of Facebook pages’ activities, which also addresses 
page performance, posts by pages, and posts by others in terms of in-
dicators, such as viral content, active users, or posting habits in 2014.
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Table 14: Users’ activity on Facebook pages of news sites, 
2014 (tool cscore.recommend.ly)

Calculations are based on 100 
Updates at 11 May 2014

Viral content – 
viral reach per 
post

Active 
Users

Posting 
Habits

Based on 100 
Updates at 11 
May 2014

https://www.facebook.com/
StirileProTV
stirileProTV.ro

0.08% 10%

99 Photos 
1 Videos 
0 Status 
0 Links 
0 Questions

2476 Likes
1641 
Comments
4088 Shares

https://www.facebook.com/
portalul.realitatea.net
Realitatatea.net

0.02% 10%

99 Photos 
0 Videos 
0 Status  
1 Links  
0 Questions

1803 Likes
899 Comments
525 Shares

https://www.facebook.com/
Adevarul
Adevarul.ro

0.42% 28% 

75 Photos  
0 Videos 
2 Status
23 Links
0 Questions

2227 Likes
1190 
Comments
4170 Shares

https://www.facebook.com/
Gandul.info
Gandul.info

0.02% 5%

89 Photos 
0 Videos 
10 Status
1 Links
0 Questions

1497 Likes
1019 
Comments
93 Shares

https://www.facebook.com/
evz.ro
Evz.ro

0% 
1% 

99 Photos
0 Videos
0 Status
1 Links
0 Questions

76 Likes
43 Comments 
3 Shares

https://www.facebook.com/
portalul.realitatea.net
Hotnews.ro

0.56% 6%

4 Photos
0 Videos
50 Status
46 Links
0 Questions

1797 Likes
792 comments
2864 Shares

This tool offers the same output for the type of content, but also 
shows that the contents posted on Facebook pages are not so viral. The 
most viral content is given by hotnews.ro and adevarul.ro Fan Facebook 
page. Also, this tool indicates that only a small number of people in the 
Facebook pages of news sites are active.

It can be noticed that, in 2014, more indicators must catch the 
Facebook activities and users’ engagement. The activity is more com-
plex, based on big data that impose different limits and approxima-
tions.

In the entire period of analysis 2012-2014 one can notice that 
all the Facebook pages of news sites analyzed tried to gather a large 
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number of fans (users) with a higher number of posts and a diverse 
multimedia content, more or less viral. 

In 2014 for all Facebook pages users’ activity and engagement 
have increased significantly. The ratio between number of Like, Com-
ments, and Share are different in 2014 from 2012, quantitatively and 
also qualitatively. 

5. Conclusions

In the analyzed period of two years, it should be noted that the 
Facebook pages of online newspapers sites have few fans in contrast 
with television channels and TV shows. 

The most common content on Facebook pages, for all kinds of 
news sites, is content with attached links, text, and images. 

In 2012 and also in 2014, regarding users’ participation and en-
gagement the findings of this study show that the highest correlation 
in the same direction as engagement rate is given by the posts that 
have video or photos files attached. Thus, it is clear that the multimedia 
facilities of new media platforms are appreciated by the users. Posts 
with attached links do not have a big influence on engagement rate. 
Furthermore, the average engagement rate is diminished by the posts 
that do not contain media files. As it can be noted, the new media tech-
nologies encourage the posting of multimedia content, not only as a 
technological opportunity, but also as the preferred content of users. 

For all the cases analysed, user engagement rate, as a measure 
of users’ participation, is considered to be an important indicator. This 
can lead to the conclusion that the main role of Facebook to generate 
participation has been accomplished. However, it was found that the 
engagement rate depends mostly on the quality of content rather than 
on the number of posts or on content coming from other sites or users. 
This result underlines the interconnectivity between platforms through 
users’ participation.

As Jacobson (2010) has shown, the collaboration and dialogue 
between professionals and users (citizens) set on new media platforms 
provide multimedia stories on news sites with multiple perspectives, 
and influence the news ecology on Facebook platform. These stories 
are usually expressed by video sequences linked to Facebook posts. Al-
though not many users really contribute with stories on the Facebook 
pages of news sites, this opportunity “to participate” is transformed 
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into a new form of citizen journalism. Facebook is the place where “par-
ticipation” and “collaboration” can be capitalized upon. A conclusion to 
this work, in terms of the Facebook platform, can be drawn close to that 
of the study done by Domingo et al. (2008), referring to the fact that 
participation is mainly an opportunity both for news sites and users, 
Facebook offers users the opportunity to debate events and news, and 
news sites have the opportunity to find out users’ wishes and interests. 
Thus, the users’ actions and their relations on Facebook platform de-
termine a changed flow of information and news.

Also, this study can confirm a conclusion given by Newman, Dut-
ton, and Blank (2012) who consider that we have a changing pattern 
of news production and consumption. This pattern is influenced by the 
Facebook platform. Increasingly more people read news in the feed of 
Facebook pages, and then go the news sites. Also, they are very satis-
fied with the reduced form of the posts and with a summary of news 
found in the Facebook post, as the data provided in this study showed. 

This form allows freedom of opinion, ability of users to express and 
participate on social platforms, as well as a new stream of news on the 
Internet, thus defining a new ecology of online news, in general com-
paring with the traditional model of communication, but also between 
situations in the two years analyzed.

The longitudinal analysis shows that the two main aspects con-
sidered, ecology of news and users’ engagement, and participation on 
Facebook were changed a lot in two years. Due to an important users’ 
engagement on Facebook platform, the consumption and also the pro-
duction processes of online news, as well as the relationships between 
users and news sites begin from Facebook pages. Users are attracted 
to Facebook pages with the content of news sites, which are more vi-
ral and more adequate for users’ needs. Also, users develop relation-
ships with the news sites directly on Facebook pages. This study will be 
continuing with a content analysis of posts given by the users on the 
Facebook fan pages of news sites, to notice which topics are of interest 
for them.
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Do Social MeDia (Facebook) cauSe the 
birth or Death oF traDitional MeDia newS 
conSuMption?

C h a n E a n g T E n g,  Ta n g  M u i J o o
Tunku Abdul Rahman College

the development of the internet technol-
ogy has revolutionized social media. nowa-
days, social media has successfully gained 
global attention as an interactive and af-
fective communication media. basically, 
social media comes in the form of micro 
blogs, podcast, news portals, and weblogs 
to create a public spheres to communicate 
(Du tre, 2013). this research is therefore 
attempted to understand how news con-
sumers are becoming news creators and 
news distributers in these global access 
spheres. looking at the current digitally 
advanced era, many have shown that re-
search into how certain mass media forms 
have affected competing media has tended 
to focus on competition. Just as historical 
arguments seem mostly to center on the 
dominant medium of a given time period, 
many of the researches who have focused 
on specific media forms tended to ar-
gue that the said medium was the most 
dominant at some given time immediately 
following its invention (Mcluhan, 2001). 
however, the real impacts of social media 
still call forth a lot of questions yet to be an-
swered.  hence, this research is to highlight 
how the social media affected the flow of 

news consumption among the users and 
whether this will displace or complement 
traditional media. the results provided will 
indicate the relationship between both so-
cial media and traditional media in terms of 
news consumption becoming co-existed, 
and how they go about the media world 
with two different direction, yet reinforce 
each other (howe, 2011). this research 
would also examine the extent to which the 
public is driving and consuming the news, 
and whether or not, as a result, users feel 
more or less informed in terms of news 
consumption. and lastly, the future predic-
tion of social media and news consumption 
would also be studied.  the major question 
of social media replacing or complement-
ing traditional media is analyzed in order to 
study how the introduction of social media 
has altered evolving patterns in news pro-
duction and consumption. Selective expo-
sure theory will be used in the theoretical 
framework and the research will be carried 
out by using a survey questionnaire on So-
cial network user aged 18-24, as based on 
the previous research, because youth from 
this range of age is the heavy user of social 
media. 

keywords:  social media, Facebook, communication, traditional media, news consumption
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Introduction

Many research focuses have been directed at whether online news will 
complement or substitute, and displace traditional media, print news-
papers (Ahlers, 2006; Althaus and Tewksbury, 2000; Newell, Pilotta, and 
Thomas, 2008). Concern over displacement is often tied to the loss of 
the business models supporting high-quality journalism, which could 
lead to a decline in the quality and diversity of news coverage (Chyi and 
Lasorsa, 2002).

According to the Pew Research Center (2010), consumer relation-
ship to the news is being transformed in several directions thanks to 
the new tools and affordances of technology. This can be observed in 
that news are becoming more personal as users customize their own 
experience and take charge of the flow of news into their lives. News are 
becoming a shared social experience and participatory activity, which 
allows people to “share” or “re-tweet” the links of stories with each 
other on social networking sites (Purcell et al., 2010).

The Internet and smart phones are changing people’s relation-
ship to news. The use of social networking sites such as Facebook, or 
LinkedIn to get headlines and news owes in part to the substantial in-
crease in use of social media in general by Americans (Pew Research 
Center, 2012). About four-in-ten, 41% of all adults say they had used 
a social networking site on the previous day, up from 30% in 2010, as 
stated in Pew Internet & American Life Project.

This paper is, therefore, attempted to understand how news con-
sumers are becoming the news creators and news distributers in these 
global access spheres.

Research has argued that the Internet provides a platform through 
which networked individuals can form a “Fifth Estate” which used to de-
scribe media outlets including the blogosphere and through which they 
see themselves in opposition to mainstream media; the official Press 
(Dutton, 2009). Users can source their own information, independent 
of any single institution, using the capabilities provided by search and 
social media. This content can bypass or be amplified by the traditional 
mass media, but, in doing so, it can fulfill many of the same functions 
of holding up the activities of government, business, and other institu-
tions to the light of a networked public (Thurman and Walters, 2013). 
Thus, social media also serve as a potential political force without the 
centralized institutional foundations of the traditional media. 
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Social media news as addition or replacement of traditional sources

As cited by Ahlers (2006), many have analyzed and claimed that the 
Internet is a threat to traditional news media, most notably to network 
television news and to newspapers, while, contrary to that, research 
also has claimed that social networks at this point are mostly an addi-
tional way to get news, rather than a replacement source (Mitchell and 
Rosenstiel, 2012). Combining these two perceptions, in order to find out 
whether social media is a factor affecting the death or birth of tradi-
tional media news consumption, this paper will first determine how the 
emergence of social media has affected the way people consumed news 
(Ahlers, 2006). 

Relationship between social media and traditional media regarding 
news consumption

The main problem of this research is to determine whether the 
emergence of social media contribute to the birth or death of tradition-
al media news consumption. No doubt that social media have become 
more prevalent in recent years, determining people to wonder whether 
these social media will result in an inevitably negative impact or could 
they be used to push forward traditional media as a new platform to re-
inforce the inadequacy of traditional media that couldn’t be achieved, 
such as interactivity. This is reflected in the increasingly close relation-
ship between traditional media and social media. There is a clear trend 
of Internet users coming to the news through referrals from social media 
(Kellner, 2004).

However, to enable traditional media to survive under the success-
ful era of social media, traditional media has to find a way to embrace 
the social media and its growth as well (Newman, 2011). Therefore, it is 
significant to find out individual news consumption patterns and their 
main motivations.

Impact of social media 

With the help of social media tools, the Internet is fast changing 
the way people consume their news. This activity was previously limited 
to reading the printed newspaper (Newman, 2011).  Online news con-
sumers receive and send news through social media tools that enable 
the elevation of the public from news receivers to news contributors 
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(Picard, 2009). Meanwhile, news is becoming a shared social experi-
ence, and this leads to a potential for audiences to be more selectively 
exposed to the news, unmediated by editors and professional journal-
ists, in ways that could also lead to less diversity and accelerate audi-
ence fragmentation (Newman, Dutton, & Blank, 2012).

The impact of these social media endorsements on news con-
sumption can be clearly measured through user traffic and behavior 
towards news consumption (Howe, 2011). Hence, this study also ex-
plores whether the users have become more or less informed in terms 
of getting news through social media, where not much research have 
been done in Malaysia compared to international studies’ research. 

Research Objectives

1. To study whether social media can replace or complement tra-
ditional media news consumption.

2. To explore how the popularity of social media has impacted the 
way in which news are consumed and distributed.

3. To examine the impact of social media on news consumption.

Research Questions

1. How has the usage of social network sites such as Facebook or 
Twitter affected the way people consumed news? 

2. What are the motivations and reasons of the users who con-
sume and share the news on social networking sites? 

3. How do traditional media embrace the social media in order to 
grow together?

4. Do people feel more or less informed on issues as a result of 
social media tools?

Literature Review

1. Media and News Consumption

Ksiazek et al. (2010) claimed that news media consumption is one 
of the most important research themes in media research. The history 
of audience research suggests, as Sonia Livingstone has noted, the 
“relations between reception and consumption are themselves histori-
cally contingent” (2004, p. 84). 
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News consumption is a socially engaging and socially driven ac-
tivity, especially online (Leach, 2009). As news media change, so it is 
apparent that media news consumption changed with them. According 
to Coen et al. (2013), citizens in advanced societies have media choic-
es like never before. On any given day the average citizen can choose 
among dozens of TV channels delivered terrestrially or by satellite; ra-
dio stations; newspapers in both paper and online form; and, of course, 
access the Web and other alternative media and related devices for 
getting the news. In one way or another, therefore, the new abundant 
media landscape provides many options and ways via which citizens 
can be informed where people can consume news from a variety of 
media outlets and media platforms with, in most cases, overlapping or 
even replicated information (Yuan, 2011; Webster, 2005; Prior, 2007; 
Sunstein, 2007). 

Newspapers are seeing a trend similar to television news, that is, 
as people get older, they consume news more often. In years 2002, only 
26 percent of 18 to 29 year olds reported reading a newspaper the day 
before; 40 percent had watched television news. In contrast, 59 per-
cent represents those 65 and older read the newspaper, and 73 percent 
represents watched news on TV. The Internet, despite its promise, has 
done little to close this generational news gap; while 76 percent of 18 
to 29 year olds reported going online in 2002, just 44 percent claimed 
to have gone online for news at least once a week (Feldman, 2007). 
This research has proven the demands for news consumption is get-
ting higher. Meanwhile, news play a varying role across the social net-
working sites (Holcomb, Gottfried, & Mitchell, 2013).  To a great extent, 
people’s experience of news is becoming a shared social experience as 
people swap links in emails, post news stories on their social network-
ing site feeds, highlight news stories in their tweets, and haggle over 
the meaning of events in discussion threads (Howe, 2011). 

Leach (2009) claimed that a great strength of the Internet is its 
ability to encourage the formation of a community while giving voice 
to anyone digitally connected. People use their social networks to fil-
ter, assess, and react to news (State of the News Media, 2010). This 
has been emphasized by McIntyre (2006); blogs are amongst the most 
focused upon social media that had caught the academic attention as 
well as the attention of the Malaysian Government. Past research has 
found that news usage enables participation by providing mobilizing 
information (Lemert, 1992), triggering discussions among people’s 
networks (Shah et al., 2005), and allowing people to reflect upon issues 
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(Eveland, 2004). Java et al. (2007) conducted studies that looked at 
the motivation of online news’ consumers, concluding that social me-
dia fulfills a need for a fast mode of communication that “lowers users’ 
requirement of time and thought investment for content generation” 
(Java et al., 2007, p. 2). 

Recent studies by Newman (2013) stated social media was be-
coming important in generating news as, for example, in the Middle 
East over the last four years and in people sharing news through 
Facebook, Twitter, and the like button. He concluded by pointing out 
that news consumers were becoming increasingly comfortable with 
mobile and social media, and, as such, these would become more and 
more important in news consumption.  

According to Participatory News Consumer, users who get news 
online said they specifically gratified news from news organizations 
and individual journalists they follow in the social networking space. 
In other words, they have “friend-ed” or become a fan of a journalist 
or news organization, and they catch up on news through this rela-
tively new channel of news dissemination channel (Participatory News 
Consumer, 2010).  Past research has also shown Facebook news con-
sumers, who “like” or “follow” news organizations or journalists, showed 
high levels of news engagement on the sites.   Meanwhile, a study by 
the World Association of Newspapers (2011) revealed that youth view 
the Internet as their first choice for news and information. The fact is, 
online news is abundant and easily available, and people go for online 
news rather than the traditional media. 

2.  Social media: Complementing or Displacing traditional media

From past research, as suggested by Dutta-Bergman (2004), we 
know two sides of thought: one based on media complementing and 
the other on media displacement.   Media complementary theory sug-
gests that the choice of media to obtain news would not solely rely on 
need fulfillment as the Media displacement theory suggests, but would 
be driven by other factors, such as interest in specific content areas 
(Dutta-Bergman, 2004). 

According to Hong (2012), traditional news media is adopting so-
cial networks such as Facebook or Twitter to complement the delivery 
and sourcing of news, and Mitchell and Rosensteil (2012) suggested 
this enabling news media to reach larger audiences with specific re-
quirements of a target readership.  The results demonstrated sup-
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port for media complementary with users of online news in a specific 
content area also being more likely to seek out news in the same area 
from traditional media outlets. Acknowledging the emergent role of the 
Internet in shaping the current media landscape, media scholars have 
become increasingly interested in studying its relationship with tradi-
tional media (Katz, 1999). The coexistence and roles of both social and 
traditional media has helped to optimize the way news is delivered and 
verified.

Empirical research supported this by showing that consumers 
viewed the usage of different media as complementing their informa-
tion gathering process (Dutta-Bergman, 2004; Tian and Robinson, 
2008). Simultaneous use of offline media, such as newspaper and so-
cial media, add to the news gratification of consumers. Users rate the 
offline and online properties of news media as complementary when 
they serve the same purpose (Ahlers, 2006).

In other words, social media are additional paths to news, not re-
placements for more traditional one (Mitchell, 2013). As an example of 
how news media complements its services through social media, Cable 
News Network’s (CNN) Breaking News delivers news “tweets” to its 4 
plus million Twitter subscribers (Dugan, 2011). Regarding news sourc-
ing, the New York Times and Associated Press are employing “social 
media editors” to source information from social networks (Glynn et 
al., 2012). Such recent developments evidence the strategic value that 
news media place on social media networks (Sreenivasan, 2010). This 
novel way of news sourcing and distribution complements news media 
operations, yet differs from its traditional role of creating its own con-
tent with highly credible journalists and distributing through its own 
mediums (Glynn et al., 2012).   This “complementarity” of social media 
on news media is clearly evident in the way natural disasters like the 
2011 tsunami in Japan are presented, as well as the news sourcing of 
the killing of Osama Bin Laden (Dutta-Bergman, 2004).

As in local example, while young Malaysians were previously apa-
thetic and not inclined in politics, this has been changed by social me-
dia networks. From messages posted on their Facebook pages, most of 
them are politically conscious of what is happening in the country. This 
appears to be a strong co-relation between Facebook users and vot-
ing demographics. The Malaysian Election Commission has noted that 
more people between 18 and 24 have registered themselves as voters 
in recent years. Young people look at the Internet, especially at social 
media for information about political events and developments. This is 
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partly because news is available on demand, from news alerts to news 
feeds in search engines (Winkelmman, 2012).  As cited by Coffey & 
Stipp (1997) the relationship between the Internet and the traditional 
media has been at the heart of ongoing debate between two streams 
of media scholarship. Somehow, media displacement occurs because 
audiences are seen as moving to another medium to get their gratifi-
cations, which would lead to old media becoming obsolete in fulfilling 
their needs (Kayany and Yelsma, 2000). New media forms tend to influ-
ence existing forms (Singer, 1999).

A small number of researchers looked at the potential implications of 
social media competing with news media. Competing behaviors of media 
forms arise when they attempt to consume similar and limited resources 
in the environment (Kayany and Yelsma, 2000).  According to Ramirez et 
al. (2008) media niche can be understood as the position of a medium 
in a multidimensional resource space where similar media compete for 
survival using the same resources. Such resource spaces may have sev-
eral macro dimensions like gratification and gratification opportunities 
that impact a medium’s niche. Gratification is conceptualized as utilities 
that explain users’ media choices, such as preference of online newspa-
pers over offline prints, as they offer more graphical news representations 
through photos and videos, while gratification opportunities characterize a 
medium’s properties that allow users to overcome constraints of time and 
derive satisfaction from the medium (Ramirez et al., 2008). 

Media researchers like Defleur & Ball-Rokeach (1989) and 
McCombs (1972) argued that competition is evident in the displace-
ment of media caused by the reallocation of users’ limited resources 
like time and money across new and existing news mediums (Althaus 
& Tewksbury, 2000). When a new medium arises it always affects the 
existing media (Liu, 2003). The changes in media communication in 
the world and the region have had ripple effects in Malaysia. Prominent 
news outlets like the CNN, Astro, Malaysiakini, Aljazeera, Channel News 
Asia, etc. are all operating on their own portals in competition with the 
local press. The media environment is changing according to the needs 
of citizens (Krishnasamy, 2013). 

3.  The current trends of social media in Malaysia

Social media, as a term, has only been around for a few years, but 
the seeds of today dramatic changes to news production and distribu-
tions were sown right at the start of the Internet revolution (Newman, 
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2011).  Recently, social media has become an important source of 
news. While the credibility of some sources can clearly be contested, 
news channels tweet or give updates on significant happenings all over 
the world. Their availability on social networks makes news more ac-
cessible. Additionally, news quickly gets passed around the networks 
in ways never experienced before (Guha, 2013).  Baboo et al. (2013) 
claimed that Malaysia in the past decade has also experienced a flood-
ing of old and new media which are, without any doubt, a highly signifi-
cant part of contemporary young people’s lives. Young people use me-
dia because it is fun, exciting, and they experience learning through the 
media. Needless to say that new media technologies form an important 
part of young people’s lives (Baboo et al., 2013).

In the recent years, Malaysia’s social networking consumption has 
grown drastically, displaying strong penetration and above average en-
gagement (Comscore, 2009). As Mustapha suggested, Malaysian me-
dia were, and still are, perceived as vital agents of social change and 
national development or modernization (Mustapha, 2005).  According 
to Safurah Abd Jalil, et al. (2010), a research conducted on 98 under-
graduate students in the age group of 18-23 years found that the ma-
jority of participants used Facebook and approximately half of those 
surveyed acknowledged that they use Facebook every day. 

In Malaysia, the adoption of ICT and social media in particular 
has shown a significant growth in the last few years. Internet users 
in Malaysia alone comprised of 16 million in the first quarter of 2009, 
while the number of cellular subscriptions in the third quarter of the 
same year has reached 29.6 million (Malaysian Communications and 
Multimedia Commissions, 2010). 80 percent of affluent Malaysians, 
those with a household income above RM5,000 a month, use social 
networking sites; nine of the top 20 websites in Malaysia are social net-
working sites (Gibson, 2009). These showed evidence that the demand 
for social media in Malaysia is growing from year to year (Hamid et al., 
2013).

Furthermore, media research organization, Nielsen Company, 
found Malaysia ranking among the top 10 media consuming nations in a 
poll among 52 countries. According to Nielsen (2009), Malaysia ranked 
fifth globally in digital media consumption, and the Internet usage in 
the country has increased to 41%, while social networking dominates 
71% of all online activities across the nation. This is clear evidence that 
Malaysians are opting for online news for faster and constant updates, 
as seen by the 35 percent growth in online newspaper readership over 



128

a year, reaching one million readers (Ahmad et al., 2012).  Helou and 
Rahim (2011) conducted a study on the influence of social networking 
sites on academic performances of students, and found that 26% of 
the respondents indicated that they do use SNSs for academic pur-
poses and also online news.  Meanwhile, Mustafa and Hamzah (2011) 
discovered that the main reason for 37.5% Malaysians’ participation in 
online social networking is due to the fact that it is the current trend, 
and for 30% is the curiosity, wanting to try something new. 

Another study found that in Malaysia’s repressive environment, 
Facebook provides citizens with alternative ways to express dissent, 
connect with like-minded individuals, and organize (Smeltzer and 
Keddy, 2011). During the July 2011 rallies, social media and smart-
phones served to document and denounce the government’s brutal 
clampdown on the peaceful marches, thereby damaging Malaysia’s 
reputation as a moderate country (Welsh, 2011).  Audiences are con-
tinuously finding means and ways to get first hand information (Ahmad, 
2012). The Star (2013) reported the footage shares among the social 
network, prompting an outcry against this new mode of robbery and 
alerting public to it. The issue had also been highlighted to the police 
department for further action. The cases reflected the power of social 
networking sites and their influence on the Malaysian online com-
munity. Politicians, media and business people have picked up on its 
potential and take social media as a powerful tool to reach the mass. 
Likewise, the increased reporting on issues from social networking 
sites showed that traditional media begun to realize that social media 
are crucial in this digital era, especially in news consumption.

4. Reliance of social media for news source

Social media tools provide an easy, little to no cost way for mem-
bers of the public to take part in discussions with larger groups of 
people, and draw attention to issues and topics that traditional news 
media might have overlooked (Picard, 2009). But, somehow, in today’s 
environment of digital media, the rapid rise of the Internet has created 
some questions like whether social media is of reliance for the public 
especially in news consumption. Based on these questions, past stud-
ies on media credibility may help to understand the relative credibility 
of the Internet as a new medium (Metzger, 2003). 

Schramm (1949) claimed that news consumption is guided by ei-
ther reality motives or pleasure motives, or both, and some people fol-
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low the news to fulfill social integrative needs. Somehow reliance has 
critically influenced the public’s reception of information from media 
(Tsfati, 2003). As suggested by Tsfati and Cappella (2005), scholars, 
investigating the role played by news media trust in shaping audience 
news exposures, have found only modest, although statistically sig-
nificant relationships. Early research about the related construct of 
reliance generally showed that people tend to consume news from the 
medium they perceive as most credible (Rimmer and Weaver, 1987). 
However, studies conducted in different countries have arrived at dif-
ferent conclusions about the Internet’s credibility. 

A few studies conducted in the West have reported that the 
Internet was taking its place alongside TV or newspapers (Lu and 
Andrews, 2006). Flanagin and Metzger (2001) also argue that a large 
part of media credibility studies focused on traditional media, but these 
studies have either neglected the Internet. Despite the fact that there 
is a serious concern about misinformation on the Internet, online audi-
ences are increasing (Hilligoss and Rieh, 2008), and when people are 
using online media, they must place some reliance on it (Fogg, 2003). 
Therefore, the reliance of online and traditional media is becoming an 
increasingly important topic to understand in the field of communica-
tion (Lu and Andrews, 2006). 

Online sites have become a major source of news and informa-
tion in recent years. It is plausible to assume that individuals with low 
confidence in the mainstream media are more likely to search actively 
for alternative information sources. Tsfati and Cappella (2003) argued 
that media skeptics have more diversified information sources; they 
have less mainstream news as a part of their media diets, and seek 
more alternative news sources than their more trusting counterparts. 
Generally, past researches revealed that people are less likely relying on 
the media they do not perceive as credible. Therefore, reliance is crucial 
for social media (Johnson and Kaye, 1998). 

5. Impacts of social media on traditional media

Since the emergence of the Internet, which has affected people’s 
media environment, a numbers of studies have been conducted on the 
effects of Internet use on the use of traditional media or traditional 
information channels (Huang, Lurie, and Mitra, 2009).  For the past ten 
years, the number of people consuming news via traditional sources 
such as from print, television, radio has declined, while the audience 
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for online news has increased (Pew Research Center for the People and 
the Press, 2008). This would seem to be good news for the Internet, but 
bad news for traditional sources (Clack, 2010). The tendency of young 
people not consuming news has been going on for quite some time.

Prior research has shown that people of all ages consume news in 
a steady stream of information bites (Bird, 2009). People want news on 
demand and find them on the Internet. The 24 hour cable television net-
works started to change that, and the Internet has transformed it even 
further (Bird, 2009).  In effect, recent developments in the media land-
scape have had a profound impact on consumption modes and users’ 
demands for new services, such as user generated content, ubiquitous 
access on demand, social and community media, and content person-
alization (Kennedy, 2008). The growth of new media and their relevant 
delivery systems enable changes in patterns of consumption. It seems 
that changes in technology transform the social construct, which, in 
turn, shapes perceptions, experiences, attitudes, and behavior which 
assume that those people pay attention to the news (McLuhan, 1989). 

News consumption as a whole is on the downturn in radio and 
television in both national and local markets (Clark, 2010). Nowadays 
people consume media content either in linear or nonlinear forms, have 
greater access to media and content, and consume multiple media at 
the same time. Additionally, each generation creates new media con-
sumption patterns, and media are forced to follow this path, and, grad-
ually, generational change results in dramatically different profiles of 
media consumption. This change is occurring because the new media 
environment offers more media content and more media options and, 
at the same time, allows for higher mobility and more control over con-
tent selection in the hands of their users (Yuan, 2011). 

Media scholars are concerned about the self-selective nature of 
online news consumption, which could accelerate audience fragmen-
tation (Willnat, 2006). Murthy (2011) claimed in terms of audiences, 
terse updates on social media and social networking websites have 
produced new audience configurations. In other words, social media 
environments have accelerated fragmentation of the news audiences 
as well as increased the selectivity of the members of the audiences 
(Ksiazek and Webster, 2010). This shift is compounded by new con-
sumption patterns and users’ demands for new services, while, at the 
same time, it affects the ways in which people consume news (Ksiazek, 
Malthouse and Webster, 2010). Furthermore, social media have sig-
nificantly influenced not only the ways in which news is consumed, but 
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also how journalism education and the ongoing training of news pro-
fessionals are undertaken (Rollins and Lissa, 2010).  

Recently, journalists are beginning to embrace social media tools 
like Twitter, Blogs, and Facebook, but very much on their own terms. 
“Same values, new tools” sums up the approach in most mainstream 
organizations, as they marry the culture of the web to their own orga-
nizational norms (Newman, 2013). Murthy (2011) argued that ordinary 
people on Twitter are producing news and consuming news, especially 
“breaking news” produced by other ordinary people.

As Ahmad (2010) said, twitter is now used as a collaborative re-
search tool by editors and journalists working on stories and blogs, 
both for ideas and to provide evidence for all branches of news includ-
ing breaking, foreign, entertainment, and others. Since the “retweets” 
are not restricted by physical space, time, or a delineated group, this 
creates what Boyd et al. (2010) called as distributed conversation that 
allows others to be aware of the content, without being actively part of 
it. Besides that, blogging has also impacted journalism in that regular 
citizens are increasingly performing “random acts of journalism,” hav-
ing witnessed an event and writing about it on a blog (Stassen, 2010).

Various studies have suggested that bloggers play the roles of 
commentators, fact checkers, event shapers, and even grass-root 
reporters for the news media. Moreover, Bui and Ma (2009) asserted 
that blog content is not only consumed by the public but also by media 
professionals who want to quickly react to cues from bloggers in order 
to create more news for the traditional media.  Hermida (2010) sug-
gested that social media come with broad, asynchronous, lightweight, 
and always-on systems, enabling citizens to maintain a mental model 
of news and events around them, giving rise to awareness systems that 
he describes as ambient journalism. 

In Malaysia several studies have been conducted on the impact of 
social media. For example, Bersih organizers have had such an over-
whelming support that they have registered a new Facebook page, 
Bersih 3.0, to step up their preparation for a clean and fair election for 
the coming 13th General Election expected next year. Similarly, op-
ponents have used the same platform of social media, to demonize 
Bersih. Yeoh (2012), a former research officer for the Selangor state 
chief minister, stated that Facebook allows lengthier exchanges, while 
Twitter provides quick updates on the go. The combination of these two 
was a powerful tool to garner support for, as well as to vehemently criti-
cize Bersih. Arguably, the biggest impact of social media has been in 



132

helping Malaysian voters to have access to information, and this has 
not led to voters’ misinformed choices, leading to the on 8 March 2008, 
being described as a political tsunami. Malaysia’s National Front coali-
tion, which had ruled for 50 years, lost its two-thirds majority in the 
parliament, and also lost control of five out of the 14 states that make 
up Malaysia. This political watershed was aided by information provided 
through blogs, emails, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and alternative on-
line news media (Yeoh, 2012).

Theoretical Framework

1. Uses and Gratification Theory

Foregger (2008) mentioned that as technology rapidly advances 
and mediated communication options increase, the uses and gratifica-
tion theory will become more important in laying an empirical founda-
tion to understand the appeal of this media. Scholars like Rubin (1994) 
and Ruggerio (2000) believed that the uses and gratification theory 
would become more valuable due to the assumptions of this approach, 
which is particularly applicable to interactive media. 

Besides that, several studies have examined functional alter-
natives to media through the uses and gratifications theory. Lin and 
Salwen (2006) compared online and offline news access through the 
uses and gratifications theory. They pointed out that Internet news 
websites serve a purpose for “information seeking,” while print news 
media, which serve a purpose for “information scanning,” have a dif-
ferent role. Posner (2006) described people’s motives for consuming 
news and opinions as opportunities to learn about things important to 
their lives. 

Using social networking websites as an example, Sundar and 
Limperos (2010) suggested that technological advances create new 
user needs that people seek to gratify from media experiences. They 
argued that the interactivity of new media allows users to lack goal di-
rection at the beginning of their media use, but to develop needs during 
the interaction process.  Diddi and LaRose (2006) found that college 
students rely on the Internet for obtaining news, yet they are not aban-
doning traditional media for new media forms. 

According to Raacke and Bonds-Raacke (2008), Facebook was 
used to build and maintain university student social networks, as well 
as to consume news update. Although there are not many researches 
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on Facebook and other social networking sites, the research that has 
been done do give important insights on the gratifications obtained 
through the social networking sites. These assumptions are particu-
larly helpful when predicting news consumption patterns of those in 
the young generation. 

2. Selective Exposure Theory

Much of the research on Selective Exposure has taken place in 
observational settings and has built a strong theoretical foundation 
(Arceneaux & Johnson, 2011).  Empirical results showed that news ar-
ticles are shared in social media, which are nicely translated into study-
ing news that people have actually paid attention to (An, Quercia, & 
Crowcroft, 2013). By using data of thirty-seven popular US news sites 
and 61,977 news articles shared by about 12,495 Facebook users, the 
research figured out partisan sharing to political news ends up influ-
encing news consumption on matters that are not strictly related to 
politics, but of any type of news. It showed that people still tend to se-
lect outlets that match their political beliefs, and liberals tend to do 
much more than conservatives. Upon determining the possible factors 
behind users’ motivations, it will allowed for researchers to find out the 
influences of the social networking trends on the usage of traditional 
media on news consumption. 

Methodology

This research used an online survey with 250 participants. The 
survey questionnaire comprises of five areas such as personal infor-
mation, social media consumption pattern, motivations of social net-
working site usage, impact of social media on traditional media news 
consumption, and effects of social media usage on news consumption.
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Results

1. Users’ Media Consumption Pattern

Figure 1(a) 
Pie Charts of respondents’ preferences of media for news consumption

Figure 1(b) 
Pie Charts of How often do you consume news via social media
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This result indicates that nowadays people not only consume news 
from traditional media but also access social networks, as social media 
allow users to engage with news across multiple sites at the same time. 
Whereby, 5.2% responded that they use traditional media for news con-
sumption. It is understood that’s why few of respondents, which occu-
pied the least percentage of respondents insisted on using traditional 
media as their first choice of news consumption, as the respondents 
might seldom or rarely access to social network sites in daily life. 

On the other hand, based on figure 1(b), 46% responded that they 
consume news via social media daily, and only 4% responded that they 
consume news through social media a few times a month. This indi-
cates that users are being active in social media for news consumption.

Therefore, this result indicates that the emergence of social media 
is so much relevant and helpful as a new way for people to consume 
news compared to the past times where people depended solely on the 
published news by traditional media. 

How often do you share/ retweet / like the 
online news articles to others through 
social networking sites?

TotalMultiples 
times 
throughout 
the day

Daily
A few 
times a 
week

A few 
times a 
month

Age

Below 
18

Count 0 0 0 1 1
% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.4% 0.4%

18-20
Count 7 16 46 37 106

% of Total 2.8% 6.4% 18.4% 14.8% 42.4%

21-23
Count 10 17 50 54 131

% of Total 4.0% 6.8% 20.0% 21.6% 52.4%

Above 
23

Count 3 5 3 1 12
% of Total 1.2% 2.0% 1.2% 0.4% 4.8%

Total
Count 20 38 99 93 250

% of Total 8.0% 15.2% 39.6% 37.2% 100.0%

Table 1(b) 
Cross Tabulation of Age group and Howoften the respondents share/ retweet / 

like the online news articles’ to others through social networking sites

Table 1(b) indicates 39.6% responded they click on, “share,” 
“retweet,” or “like” at least one news article few times in a week. Of that 
percentage, 20% were between the ages of 21 - 23. This suggests that 
this age group relies heavily on their social networking sites for lat-
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est updates and alert to news stories that was happening around the 
world. From the results it is clear that social network users aged 18 - 25 
sources the majority of their news from their social network in ways to 
share or suggest particular news articles to their friends and family.

Users’ motivations in using social networking sites for news 
consumption

I use social media to discuss about the 
current issues on social networking sites 

with my friends and family.

Total
Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree Agree
Strongly 

Agree
I use social 
networking 
sites to 
update 
myself with 
the latest 
happenings 
around the 
world.

Strongly 
Disagree

Count 1 2 5 0 8
% of 
Total

0.4% 0.8% 2.0% 0.0% 3.2%

Disagree Count 1 3 11 1 16
% of 
Total

0.4% 1.4% 4.2% 0.4% 6.4%

Agree Count 5 40 128 8 181
% of 
Total

2.0% 16.0% 51.2% 3.2% 72.4%

Strongly 
Agree

Count 1 1 35 8 45
% of 
Total

0.4% 0.4% 14.0% 3.2% 18.0%

Total Count 7 48 179 16 250
% of 
Total

2.8% 19.2% 71.6% 6.4% 100.0%

Cross Table 2(a) 
Cross Tabulation of I use social networking sites to update myself with the lat-
est happenings around the world and I use social media to discuss about the 

current issues on social networking sites with my friends and family.

In table 2(a), 51.2 % responded they use social networking sites to 
update themselves with the latest happenings and discuss about the 
current issues on social networking sites with friends and family. The 
results indicate that one of the reasons of users accessing social net-
working sites is most probably because they depend on social media to 
get the latest updates.   It is concluded that social network sites are a 
good delivery platform or channel that enable the engagement of users 
to get certain information or exchange information. 
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I can become news consumer and 
news creator at the same time in social 
networking sites. Total
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree

I use social 
networking 
sites as my 
main source 
of news 
consumption.

Strongly 
Disagree

Count 1 1 0 0 2
% of 
Total 0.4% 0.4% 0% 0% 0.8%

Disagree
Count 0 29 33 3 65
% of 
Total 0.0% 11.6% 13.2% 1.2% 26.0%

Agree
Count 6 49 91 7 153
% of 
Total 2.4% 19.4% 36.6% 2.8% 61.2%

Strongly 
Agree

Count 1 12 13 4 30
% of 
Total 0.4% 4.8% 5.2% 1.6% 12.0%

Total
Count 8 91 137 14 250
% of 
Total 3.2% 36.4% 54.8% 5.6% 100.0%

Table 2(b) 
Cross table of I use social networking sites as my main source of news 

consumption and I can become news consumer and news creator at the same 
time in social networking sites.

As shown in table 2(b), 36.6% of the respondents use social net-
working sites as the main source of news consumption in daily life and 
become news consumers and news creators at the same times in so-
cial networking sites. The result indicates that users prefer social me-
dia more than traditional media for news consumption, because social 
media provide a more comprehensive function platform that allows us-
ers to become news consumer and creators simultaneously 
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I add my own opinion or caption every 
time before I share a news article on 
social network sites. Total
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree

I prefer to 
consume 
news in 
social 
media 
because it 
interests 
me.

Strongly 
Disagree

Count 1 2 0 0 3
% of 
Total 0.4% 0.8% 0.0% 0.0% 1.2%

Disagree
Count 5 22 21 1 49
% of 
Total 2.0% 8.8% 8.4% 0.4% 19.6%

Agree
Count 10 64 88 7 169
% of 
Total 4.0% 25.6% 35.2% 2.8% 67.6%

Strongly 
Agree

Count 0 13 12 4 29
% of 
Total 0.0% 5.2% 4.8% 1.6% 11.6%

Total
Count 16 101 121 12 250
% of 
Total 6.4% 40.4% 48.4% 4.8% 100.0%

Table 2(c) 
Cross table of I prefer to consume news in social media because it interest me 
and I add  my own opinion or caption every time before I Share a news article 

on social network sites

In table 2(c), 35.2% of respondents prefer to consume news in 
social media because it interests them.  Significantly the highest per-
centage result indicated the functions and interactions of the social 
media provided in the online society, which had directly or indirectly 
influenced the way people consume news as the social media are able 
to meet the users’ curiosity and interest.  
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I click on the links of news articles 
that are shared by others on social 
networking sites because I find the 
links have valuable content. Total

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree

I share 
particular 
articles 
with others 
on social 
networking 
sites, 
because 
I want to 
spread the 
word about 
a cause or 
articles I 
believe in.

Strongly 
Disagree

Count 1 3 2 1 7

% of 
Total 0.4% 1.2% 0.8% 0.4% 2.8%

Disagree

Count 1 20 31 1 53

% of 
Total 0.4% 8.0% 12.4% 0.4% 21.2%

Agree

Count 1 14 131 11 157

% of 
Total 0.4% 5.6% 52.4% 4.4% 62.8%

Strongly 
Agree

Count 0 3 17 13 33

% of 
Total 0.0% 1.2% 6.8% 5.2% 13.2%

Total

Count 3 40 181 26 250

% of 
Total 1.2% 16.0% 72.4% 10.4% 100.0%

Table 2(d) 
Cross Tabulation of I share particular articles with others on social network-

ing sites, because I want to spread the word about a cause or articles I believe 
in and I click on the links of news articles that are shared by others on social 

networking sites because I find the links have valuable content.

In table 2(d), the researcher found out that 52.4% of the respon-
dents share particular articles with others on social networking sites 
because they want to spread the word about a cause or article they 
believed in. From the results one can see that some of the respondents 
mentioned they use links or articles to stay connected to people they 
might not otherwise stay in touch with. Also, sharing articles helps us-
ers to find people with common interests. Some respondents even in-
dicate that they like to share news in order to impress others; what they 
read is perceived to be substantial. 

It is concluded that respondents like to access social network sites 
for news consumption due to the fact that a social network platform 
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provides fascinating experience for the users in viewing and also shar-
ing the articles or stories they think is useful and informative to others 
or vice versa. 

 Impact of social media on traditional media news consumption

In your opinion, how can traditional 
media embrace the social media in 
order to grow together?
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What are 
the main 
factors 
that cause 
traditional 
media to 
become 
less 
accessible 
nowadays?

Immediacy
Count 119 5 5 9 138
% of 
Total 47.6% 2.0% 2.0% 3.6% 55.2%

Interactivity
Count 7 37 3 7 54
% of 
Total 2.8% 14.8% 1.2% 2.8% 21.6%

Quality of 
content

Count 3 6 12 2 23
% of 
Total 1.2% 2.4% 4.8% 0.8% 9.2%

Usability
Count 4 1 3 24 32
% of 
Total 1.6% 0.4% 1.2% 9.6% 12.8%

Others
Count 0 0 1 2 3
% of 
Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.4% 0.8% 1.2%

Total
Count 133 49 24 44 250
% of 
Total 53.2% 19.6% 9.6% 17.6% 100.0%

Table 3(a) 
Cross table of the main factors that cause traditional media to become less 

accessible nowadays and ways of traditional media embracing the social me-
dia in order to grow together.

In table 3(a), immediacy has the highest percentage compared to 
other factors. It seems immediacy is the main factor that respondents 
would consider when the news is produced and distributed, this also 
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indicates that immediacy is essential in helping the users to determine 
the birth or death of traditional media news consumption. 

This result indicated that both media have their own strengths and 
weaknesses. However, they could use their own strengths to comple-
ment the weaknesses of the opposite medium. 

As a result of the links shared by individuals in your social network, do you 
think that you are exposed to news stories you may have otherwise missed or 
overlooked?

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid
Yes 82 32.8 32.8 32.8
No 167 66.8 66.8 99.6
Total 250 100.0 100.0

Table 3(b) 
Frequency of results of links shared by individuals in your social network, 

do you think that you are exposed to news stories you may have otherwise 
missed or overlooked?

Both figures above have shown the impact on the news consumers 
that were brought about by social media tools.

Based on 3(b), 66.8% of the respondents indicated that they might 
not miss or overlook the links that were shared by others in their so-
cial networking sites as they will notice and look forward on what oth-
ers have shared, such as the latest news or some general health tips. 
Meanwhile, 32.8% of the respondents said they might miss or overlook 
most probably, because social media are not the main source of news.   
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Effects of social media usage on news consumption

My usage of online news websites has 
decreased since I can click on news 
articles shared by others on social 
networking sites.

Total

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree

My 
usage of 
traditional 
media has 
decreased 
after I 
started 
using 
social 
networking 
sites.

Strongly 
Disagree

Count 2 1 1 0 4
% of 
Total 0.8% 0.4% 0.4% 0.0% 1.6%

Disagree
Count 2 36 17 1 56
% of 
Total 0.8% 14.4% 6.8% 0.4% 22.4%

Agree
Count 1 32 106 8 147
% of 
Total 0.4% 12.8% 42.4% 3.2% 58.8%

Strongly 
Agree

Count 1 10 23 9 43
% of 
Total 0.4% 4.0% 9.2% 3.6% 17.2%

Total
Count 6 79 147 18 250
% of 
Total 2.4% 31.6% 58.8% 7.2% 100.0%

Table 4(a) 
Cross table of My usage of traditional media has decreased after I started 
using social networking sites and My usage of online news websites has 
decreased since I can click on news articles shared by others on social 

networking sites.

As shown in table 4(a), 42.4% of the respondents agree, and 3.6% 
of respondents strongly agree that their usage of traditional media has 
decreased after they using social networking sites.  They also agreed 
their usage on online news websites has decreased since they can click 
on the news articles shared by others on social networking sites. 

 The table showed that users have gradually diverted their usage 
from traditional media towards social media due to the comprehensive 
functions of social media which  make users easy to obtain, and be-
come more aware of, their newsfeed in social networking sites. 
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Figure 4(b) 
Bar charts of I take the content from social media as additional sources for 

traditional media.

Figure 4(c) 
Bar charts of I take the content from social media as a replacement source 

for traditional media.



144

Referring to figure 4(b), 77.6% of respondents indicated that 
they take the content from social media as an additional source for 
the traditional media.. Whereby based on figure 4(c), 51.6% of respon-
dent disagree to take the content from social media as a replacement 
source for traditional media. Somehow, this is closely followed by 37.2% 
of respondents who agree with the statement, because they can use 
the social media to choose what they want to know and the relevant 
answers. 

I trust the content of social media more 
than traditional media, because it tells 
the whole story. Total
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree

I personally 
think my 
exposure 
to news 
increases 
as my usage 
of social 
network 
increases.

Strongly 
Disagree

Count 0 2 0 0 2
% of 
Total 0.0% 0.8% 0.0% 0.0% 0.8%

Disagree
Count 6 29 10 2 47
% of 
Total 2.4% 11.6% 4.0% 0.8% 18.8%

Agree
Count 11 101 70 10 182
% of 
Total 4.4% 40.4% 24.0% 4.0% 72.8%

Strongly 
Agree

Count 3 7 4 5 19
% of 
Total 1.2% 2.8% 1.6% 2.0% 7.6%

Total
Count 20 129 84 17 250
% of 
Total 8.0% 51.6% 33.6% 6.8% 100.0%

Table 4(d) 
Cross table of I personally think my exposure to news increases as my usage 
of social network increases and I trust the content of social media more than 

traditional media, because it tells the whole story.

Table 4(d) above showed that 40.4% of the respondents think 
their news exposure have increased when their social network usage 
increased. This result indicated that the rise of social network sites 
has helped users to reach their news consumption easilyThese results 
showed that although those users, who are also news consumers at 
the same time, can attain interesting articles or stories from different 
social network sites through the links that are shared by others but the 
links or articles do not completely tell the whole story and most prob-
ably contain unmanageable information.  The level of exposure and the 
level of trust is not positive from the overall result obtained. 
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I think social media are able to fulfill the same functions as 
traditional media.

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid

Strongly 
Disagree 14 5.6 5.6 5.6

Disagree 69 27.6 27.6 33.2
Agree 140 56.0 56.0 89.2
Strongly 
Agree 27 10.8 10.8 100.0

Total 250 100.0 100.0

I believe social media can fully replace traditional media in the future.
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid

Strongly 
Disagree 34 13.6 13.6 13.6

Disagree 87 34.8 34.8 48.4
Agree 101 40.4 40.4 88.8

Strongly 
Agree 28 11.2 11.2 100.0

Total 250 100.0 100.0

Table 4(e) 
Percentage of I thinks social media are able to fulfill the same functions as 

traditional media and I believe social media can fully replace traditional media 
in the  future.

Table 4(e) showed that 56.0% of the respondents agree social 
media are able to fulfill the same functions as traditional media, while 
40.4% of the respondents agree they believe social media can fully re-
place traditional media in the future. To this extent, social media pro-
vides a significant effect and change to the community. Hence, this 
is why social media are able to affect the birth or death of traditional 
media.

In sum, the paper has revealed that most of the respondents act 
actively towards the social media for news consumption and there is 
also an increase in the number of people who are using the sharing 
feature of social network.  Furthermore, the data collected also clearly 
presented the motivations and reasons of why the users preferred con-
suming news through social networks than traditional media, such as: 
the features and functions of social media fulfill the psychographic and 
behavioristic demands of young adults.  
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Theoretical Implications

 1. Uses and Gratification Theory
This theory is applicable to the study as social media do provide 

users a platform that enables individuals, especially news consumers, 
to seek out this medium in order to fulfill their needs based on the find-
ings. As we can see, social network users are able to use such a plat-
form to update themselves, including information seeking and infor-
mation sharing. Users are able to find information they are interested 
in. Some even stated they use social media for self-education, as they 
get to learn new things and become more informed. While for informa-
tion sharing, users mentioned that different social network sites allow 
different ways of sharing the information. Furthermore, users are able 
to interact with each other, such as giving an immediate feedback in 
the form of either a comment, “like” or “share” of the articles they find 
valuable and interesting to each other’s. Besides that, social network 
sites are completely free to use. There are no time constraints, so that 
users can access them anytime and anywhere.  

2. Selective Exposure Theory
Based on Selective Exposure theory, we presented the idea that 

people tend to expose themselves to messages that are consistent 
with their preexisting attitudes and beliefs. People can determine the 
information exposed to them and select favorable evidence, while ig-
noring the unfavorable ones (Baran & Davis, 2009). This theory is ap-
plicable as this study is attempted to find out what motivates users 
to click on or share particular articles, and whether selective exposure 
exists or not. 

As discussed in the results’ analysis, where one paid attention to 
political news, they would attempt to read and share particular news 
to the others in order to influence others’ news consumption patterns. 
However, the receiver might not have the same thought as the news 
contributor.  In addition, users are able to engage with the one they like 
to connect with, such as “like” the page or “follow” related news orga-
nizations in order to get the first updates from them or from the person 
they favor. Somehow, all this is impossible to be done in traditional me-
dia as they have the gatekeeper to filter all the news before the news 
are being published. All published news has been controlled by them, 
which has led news consumers to follow the way they are. Therefore, 
people tend to rely more on social media for news consumption than 
traditional media. 
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Practical implications of the results
 

The results obtained from the research are significant to society as 
they help to understand the rise of social networks, and also give a clear 
picture on what factors would make social media become more popu-
lar and how could it affect the traditional news media and the way of 
people consume news. Thereby, today society sees social media as an 
alternative ways to entertain and educate themselves, whereby news 
articles, general health tips, or latest updates are being available widely 
in the social network sites, in comparison with the news being filtered 
and selected by a gatekeeper that are less blossoming. Furthermore, 
the results are significant as they disclosed the motivations and rea-
sons of users to consume and share news which they have interest in 
and value on social network sites. The functions of social media had 
met the needs and gratifications of the social network users, especially 
news consumers, who have become potentially dominant force towards 
the traditional media. Social media are able to fulfill the same functions 
as traditional media and, moreover, they have their own features to cul-
tivate more users’ access. Thus, this could be a reference for improve-
ment on the stability or innovation, especially for those social network 
sites that pursue a greater performance in providing an ideal platform 
and system that can give a new gratification to the news consumers.

From the research conducted and the results obtained one can 
clearly state that social media is the individual’s most preferred me-
dium to consume and share news. It is believed that social media is, 
undoubtedly, a fast and efficient way of getting news updates, as the 
findings revealed that features and capabilities of social network sites 
provided have motivated and increased interest of people, determin-
ing news consumers and news creators to become highly engaged with 
it. Social media are meeting people’s expectations, especially of those 
young adults’ who were less aware of news before. 

Besides that, the results of the study have also shown that people 
unintentionally become slightly informed when users share the news 
on social network sites. Social media have facilitated a new way for 
news consumption that is able to provide users a variety of information 
that may or may not be supplied by traditional media. But, somehow, 
the result of the study also indicated a negative relation between the 
level of exposure and the level of trustworthiness. The accuracy and 
reliability of news delivery is yet to be determined, because there is a 
serious concern about misinformation. There are the needs for profes-
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sional news media to verify and check the facts that have been provided 
in social network spaces. 

It can be concluded that social media have greatly impacted tra-
ditional media and would continue to affect them in the future if tra-
ditional media do not improve and comply the needs and gratification 
of the public. It is because in this ever-changing digital era that people 
live in today, the way news is delivered will always continue to change. 
Therefore, it is believed that social media would / might replace tradi-
tional media in one day.

In a nutshell, whether social media could fully replace and take 
over traditional media, one cannot give a distinctive answer to evidence 
yet, as it is premature to say that.  But what the researcher can confirm 
from this research is that users today still consider social media as 
additional rather than replacement sources for news, even if they have 
a high level of engagement with it. Meanwhile, traditional media would 
hardly be kept at a long run, if it never finds a way to improve, to fulfill 
the needs of people, and the notion of the “death” of traditional media 
may happen in short time.
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APPENDIX

Survey Questionnaire

The survey is aimed to examine whether the emergence of social 
media reinforces or undermines the traditional media news consump-
tion, and, as a result, people become either more or less informed. 
Your contribution is highly appreciated. Thank you.

□	 I agree to take part in this survey.

Part A: Personal Information
Please tick (√) the answers that you choose in the following ques-

tions.

1.  Gender
Male   Female  

2.  Age
Below 18
18-20
21-23
Above 23

Part B: Social Media Consumption Pattern
Please tick (√) only ONE answer that you choose in the following 

questions.

1. Where do you consume news from, which media of choice?
Traditional media  (Printed Press)
Social Media  (Social networking sites, such as Facebook etc.)
Both Media

2. How often do you consume news via social media?
Multiple times throughout the day
Daily
A few times a week
A few times a month
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3. How often do you share / retweet / like the online news articles 
to others through social networking sites?

Multiple times throughout the day
Daily
A few times a week
A few times a month

Part C: Motivations of social networking site usage

The following statements address your motivation in using social 
networking sites. Please indicate the level of your agreement or dis-
agreement by circling ONE answer using the scale below:

No. Statement

St
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Ag
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C1 I use social networking sites to 
pass time. 1 2 3 4

C2 I use social networking sites to 
update myself with the latest 
happening around the world 1 2 3 4

C3
I use social networking sites 
as my main source of news 
consumption. 1 2 3 4

C4
I personally think the articles 
shared among the sites are 
trustworthy. 1 2 3 4

C5

I use social media to discuss 
about the current issues on 
social networking sites with my 
friends and family.

1 2 3 4

C6
I prefer to consume news in 
social media because it interests 
me. 1 2 3 4

C7
I can become news consumer 
and news creator at the same 
time in social networking sites. 1 2 3 4
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C8

I add on my own opinion or 
caption every time before I share 
a news article on social network 
sites.

1 2 3 4

C9

I share particular articles with 
others on social networking sites 
because I want to spread the 
word about a cause or article I 
believe in.

1 2 3 4

C10

I click on the links of news 
articles that are shared by 
others on social networking sites 
because I find the links have 
valuable content.

1 2 3 4

Part D: Impact of social media on traditional media news con-
sumption

Please tick (√) only ONE answer that you choose in the following 
questions.

1. What is the main factor that causes traditional media become 
less accessible nowadays? 

Immediacy
Interactivity
Quality of content
Usability
Others :(please specify)                                                         .                                                                         
2. In your opinion, how can traditional media embrace the so-

cial media in order to grow together? (Based on Question 11, please 
choose one answer only)

Traditional media can use social media to strengthen the imme-
diacy of news.

Traditional media can use social media to engage directly with 
the viewer in new ways.

Traditional media can use networks to monitor the discussion of 
news. 

Traditional media can offer alternative ways to discover news so 
as to increase individual usability of news on sites.

3. As a result of links shared by individuals in your social network, 
do you think that you are exposed to news stories you may have oth-
erwise missed or overlooked?
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Yes, because I often skipped the links that appeared on my social 
network sites.

No, because I will look forward on what others share on social 
network sites

4. As a result of links shared by others in social networks, what do 
you think an individual would become?

Significantly more informed
Slightly informed
Neutral
Slightly less informed
Significantly less informed

Part E: Effects of social media usage on news consumption
To what extent would you agree with the following statements? 

Please indicate by circling ONE answer using the scale below:

No. Statement
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E1

My usage on traditional media has 
decreased after I started using social 
networking sites. 1 2 3 4

E2

My usage on online news websites has 
decreased since I can click on the news 
articles shared by others on social 
networking sites.

1 2 3 4

E3 I personally think my exposure to news 
increases as my usage on social network 
increases. 1 2 3 4

E4 I take the content from social media as an 
additional source for the traditional media. 1 2 3 4

E5
I take the content from social media as 
replacement source for the traditional 
media 1 2 3 4
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E6
I trust the content of social media more 
than that of traditional media because it 
tells the whole story. 1 2 3 4

E7 I think social media are able to fulfill the 
same functions as traditional media. 1 2 3 4

E8 I believe social media can fully replace 
traditional media in the future. 1 2 3 4

- THANK YOU -
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Engaging ConsumErs in mobilE PhonE 
CamPaigns through onlinE CommuniCation

M Ă d Ă l i n a M o r a r u ( B u g a)
University of Bucharest

in the beginning of the social media era, 
the relationship between online and of-
fline advertising was competitive in terms 
of efficiency and target appeal. accordingly, 
account planners and copywriters started 
to organize campaigns on both levels, ad-
justing the promotional message to each 
channel. 
mobile phone brands were among the first 
to adopt this strategy. this happened be-
cause their services were addressed to 
various demographics and efficient com-
munication engages consumers in virtual 

communities. moreover, the mobile phone 
category requires frequent updates and 
the most effective way to understand con-
sumer behavior is to pursue them daily. our 
research aims to analyze the online com-
munication of four important mobile phone 
brands from different countries: Vodafone-
romania, orange-France, t-mobile-united 
Kingdom, and Virgin mobile-australia. We 
investigated their online campaigns and 
brand activities between 2012 and 2014, 
focusing on their use of the social platform 
Facebook. 

keywords: Facebook, advertising, mobile phones, consumers
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Discovering the new channel in advertising

Media diversity and development have always raised the question 
about the best channel that can be used to deliver a message efficiently. 
Television, radio, print, outdoor, and virtual banners represent real me-
dia market with particular advantages and disadvantages in terms of 
conveying messages designed for global and local brands and services. 
Besides, advertising concerns about appealing consumers as possible, 
depending on their lifestyles and habits. Every segment of the market 
involves creating a full media profile of consumers, and, furthermore, a 
campaign entirely depends on the following factors: budget, product or 
service features, message, and brand capital (traditional or innovative). 
First of all, the budget could considerably change a campaign perspec-
tive, as being restrictive with media, in spite of advertisers’ recommen-
dation. There is no secret that TV advertising means a real investment 
for the client, while the other channels are quite reasonable in price. 

Online advertisements have lately become more and more suc-
cessful, though in the beginning they were free of costs, and even 
nowadays are still the cheapest channels. Second, the channel a cam-
paign chooses to deliver its message through essentially depends 
on product/service features. Several product categories are meant 
to be promoted by developing online advertisements, such as: bank-
ing, telecommunication, and cosmetics. Among them, online mobile 
phones campaigns allow consumers to interact with each other and 
share opinions on the latest offers and services, given that this market 
is quite dynamic and buyers became very demanding. The evolution 
of mobile phone devices requires a particular strategy of connecting 
consumers with their favorite brands. According to Lică (2010), “What 
is of great importance for both fields is how mobile devices and social 
networks go together” (p. 60). The fact is that people started being 
more active on internet as having this option on their phones. Daily 
food usually better appeals the target via offline ads. Third, campaign 
messages focus either on product, consumer, or on brand. Therefore, 
the online communication might not be adapted to every kind of mes-
sage, but more to those demanding consumers’ engagement. Finally, 
brand capital (naming, associations, values) have a significant role to 
make the right decision regarding the appropriate media channels. 
If a brand is associated with another one, which constantly develops 
online activity, the former will start addressing the consumers in the 
same way to support their common capital.  
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Additionally, consumers’ involvement in an advertising campaign 
entirely turns the individual perception of the brand into a collective 
one, which is based on social relationship among the buyers. Undoubt-
edly, this is the result of organizing many events belonging to experi-
ential marketing, on the one hand, but also the positive consequence 
of developing online campaigns on Twitter, Facebook, and other so-
cial networks, on the other. According to Ellison, Steifield, and Lampe 
(2010), the concept of social capital is strongly related to the individual 
benefits deriving from social relationships and often interactions. Being 
active on various social networks, users start participating in events, 
gaming, offering their free advice on products and, why not, contrib-
uting to improvement of brand capital. Facebook, Twiter, LinkedIn ex-
plicitly represent the constant pulse of markets and a real treasure of 
content generating through messages. Accordingly, advertising clients 
should seriously reconsider their attitudes towards this communica-
tion channel in case they neglected it up to now, even on a traditional 
market as Romania is. 

Engaging consumers on Facebook to stimulate online market 

Discussing advertising and marketing strategy nowadays would be 
inefficient without an analysis of social media development and particu-
larly such network sites as Facebook, Twitter, Myspace, LinkedIn. Briefly, 
social media includes “online tools where content, opinions, perspec-
tives, insights, and media can be shared,” considering it “is about re-
lationships and connections between people and organizations” (Nair, 
2011, p. 45). A complex and technical definition belongs to Kaplan and 
Haenlein (2010), when asserting that social media can be defined as 
“a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological 
and technological foundations of Web 2.0. and that allow the crea-
tion and exchange of user-generated content” (p. 61). In line with its 
characteristics, social media generates a new type of communication 
that deeply meets both the individual and the collective dimensions of 
consumers. In the beginning of this Web 2.0 era, social media consum-
ers were only users, whereas nowadays they are currently participat-
ing in online recommendation, products’ evaluation, and brands’ rating 
on the market.  As Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) stated, social media 
may be classified according to the following criteria: social presence, 
media richness, self-presentation, and self-disclosure. Consequently, 
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social media can be divided into six different categories: collaborative 
projects (e.g. Wikipedia), blogs and micro blogs (e.g. Twitter), content 
communities (e.g. YouTube), social networking sites (e.g. Facebook), 
virtual game worlds (e.g. World of Warcraft), and virtual social worlds 
(e.g. Second Life).     

According to Yousif (2012), “Facebook is considered to be one of 
the modern means that has great popularity, as Facebook users are 
wide-spread in a vast geographic area in all countries, so marketers 
adopted advertising via Facebook as one of the modern advertising 
means to distribute messages regarding their products” (p. 122). This 
definition may sound subjective, but it actually points out the success 
of this online network, which is the reason why advertising considers it 
a particular channel to communicate and creates customers’ commu-
nity.   TheFacebook.com was launched on February 4th, 2004 by a second 
year student at Harvard college, Mark Zuckerberg, along with three of his 
classmates Andrew McCollum, Chris Hughes, and Dustin Moskovitz. This 
network was meant to connect people around the Harvard University, 
and shortly afterwards Stanford, Columbia, and Yale were accepted too. 
In June 2004, the site turned into a company located in Palo Alto, Cali-
fornia, and one year later, in 2005, the network dropped the first part of 
the name “the,” as buying the domain facebook.com.  Nowadays, there 
are approximately one billion users logging on to Facebook each month, 
almost half of them using the social media website daily. The main ad-
vantages of Facebook rely on the relationship established between this 
social network and its users. Most important is that people can com-
municate more easily with each other through the exchange of public 
and private messages on specific topics, updating their status anytime. 
Users could exchange pictures and videos, and they are able to create a 
personal profile that makes them aware of their identity. Having an ac-
count on Facebook gives the advantage of finding old connections and 
people join interest groups such as a primary school group or a project 
team group. Researchers tried to discover the criteria of selection and 
accepting “friends” by Facebook users on their pages, but this issue is 
still under discussion. Online Facebook friends are not necessarily offline 
friends and the term of “friendship” has been differently understood 
and framed in virtual communities. Wang and Wellman (2010) appreci-
ated that the meaning of this word has been considerably expanded.  
Consequently, a user can organize its account in subgroups based on 
the relationship she/he is developing. Sometimes, these relationships 
are based only on the fact that users know each other, or at least their 
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names sound familiar. Therefore, some Facebook accounts have a large 
number of members, but the level of implication in private conversa-
tions of all of them is low. Recently, Facebook users have started being 
selective with accepting new “friends,” because they do not want to give 
up on their privacy so easily. Somehow, a Facebook account is like a Cur-
riculum Vitae explicitly displayed and it turns a life into a public diary. 
Therefore, Facebook’s life can be divided into two important stages: the 
pioneer one, when users were very open to any “new request” and the 
unique platform goal was communication, and the maturity one, when 
people learned to be critical, selective, building their virtual world more 
credible and trustworthy. In the second stage, Facebook’s goal achieved 
a higher level of utility, since marketing and advertising aims were at-
tracted by this new communication platform.    

What is more essential in engaging users on Facebook is the fact 
that they contribute to the growth of social network credibility through 
their experience and expertise. Moreover, users are active not only on 
their own account, but on friends’ accounts too, when evaluating their 
posts through “Like” or “Unlike.”    

In this context of social interactivity, online shopping has been 
consistently encouraged by marketers, as consumers have more cred-
ible factors of decisions, which are their friends and being online all the 
time prefer this way to spend their money. As Cecere and Owyang (2010) 
state, social commerce should be understood as the use of social tech-
nologies to connect, understand, and engage people to improve their 
shopping experience. As a result, first, companies developed their own 
site by offering online shopping opportunities to clients; second, they 
are concerned about linking consumers’ Facebook accounts with their 
brands’ accounts. In time, companies have created online loyalty cards 
for heavy-users, and, as Harris and Dennis (2011) state, “retailers be-
gin to link fan membership with behavioral data such as how often spe-
cific people visit the site and what they actually buy” (p. 340). In that 
sense, markets can be efficiently divided into online buyers based on 
their behaviour both on personal Facebook and virtual store accounts. 
Such area entitled “Comments” says a lot about consumers, brands, 
stores, everything that could be defined by a single word: experience. 
Ellison et al. (2007) consider that online recommendations rely on of-
fline contacts and relationships which make a product more desirable 
due to the speakers’ credibility. These authors believe that the social 
capital is the one about which marketers are excited enough to offer 
them tips for improving online commerce.



164

Against this background, the way consumers engage on Face-
book explores new possibilities for retailers to open virtual markets and 
come up with the idea of combining social networking with shopping. 
As mentioned above, Facebook has drawn attention to marketers, be-
cause customers better interact online and potential buyers trust their 
recommendations more than offline advertising. Thus, Facebook has 
completely changed its role and function, as retailers discovered how 
practically they can communicate with their loyal or potential custom-
ers on this social platform. According to Shen and Bissell (2013) in 
their analysis on social media roles, nowadays: “The increasing number 
of potential clients on Facebook and their dedication to online surf-
ing have equipped this social networking site with business value and 
branding value” (p. 628). This means accepting that an online channel 
keeps developing daily and its values can be reinvested in new areas of 
marketing.

Reconfiguration of online advertising on Facebook 

Offline advertising is meant to directly address to specific consum-
ers, whose profiles had to be analyzed before finding best compatible 
media coverage. In this respect, advertisers can control the message, 
but less the target’s reaction. In case of social media, the only control 
they have is over the initial placement of information and over some 
recommendation of product’s use as a response to people’s discus-
sions. Therefore, the responsibility of online advertising has recently 
increased as long as online users participate in the process of decod-
ing the message by generating new content, sometimes evaluating the 
advertisements, criticizing or appreciating the product and the brand 
too. Nevertheless, as Berthon et al. noticed (1996) World Wide Web is 
a new medium for advertising characterized by ease-of-entry, rela-
tively low set-up costs, globalness, time independence, and interactiv-
ity. Accordingly, some academics highlight the extent to which mes-
sages of brands and online shops generate independent content. For 
example, Ducoffe (1996) aimed to explore the advertisements’ values 
that can be entirely discovered in online conversations between Face-
book groups. He was the one who defined the advertising value as the 
utility or worth of advertisements in another study, in 1995. Ducoffee 
developed in 1996 a model based on three antecedents of perceived 
value, organized in a triangle linking significant aspects: informative-
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ness, entertainment, and irritation. The balance between all these as-
pects reflects the advertising effectiveness in time, considering brand 
capital should be carefully built and preserved. Informing consumers 
about products, services, and brands represents the main reason of 
every campaign, and advertisements provide essential data on both 
visual and verbal levels. The Web advertising has a stronger impact on 
consumers compared to the traditional one, because the information is 
not only delivered, but it is shared and, eventually, it is under discussion 
and debates. It can be said that consumers add their experience to the 
product and brand’s details, and this information in process cannot be 
controlled or limited as long as a commercial causes many debates. Ac-
cording to Saxena and Khanna (2013), “a person could scan and share 
information with online friends and followers, thus making the adver-
tisement information viral in nature” (p. 18). Their opinion proves the 
flexibility and circulation of Web information, as being easily delivered 
via Internet in few seconds. Yoon and Kim (2001) point out not only 
the unlimited information in time and space, but the unbelievable rich-
ness of information sources too. Definitely, the first content is meant 
to generate the next level of information which can be developed under 
various formats such as: life story, dialogue, argumentations, descrip-
tions or simple, biographies. Sometimes, conversation goes beyond 
the initial information, and the brand becomes only a pretext for such 
eternal debates.     

An entertaining advertisement usually draws viewers’ attention 
more easily and information will be always associated with pleasure, 
positive feelings, and a very optimistic atmosphere. A very serious tone 
of voice makes people worry, sometimes for no reason, but they could 
associate the product with danger or risks. The borders between a se-
rious tone and a light one in an ad could be very sensitive in terms of 
message understanding, because there is always room for another 
meaning, as people add various experiences to the initial context. As 
Saxena and Khanna (2013) state, “entertainment and information 
are interrelated concepts when talking when talking about advertise-
ments” (p. 18), as long as message effectiveness depends very much 
on the way an idea is conveyed.

Irritation could be described as a negative factor of the advertis-
ing value model, being related to the fact that advertisements are per-
ceived as annoying, offensive, or, worst, manipulative. There are many 
reasons behind this overall negative attitude towards advertising, such 
as: quality of services, product’s features, employees’ behavior, or even 
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the advertisement quality (i.e. ethic aspects, sexuality, discrimination). 
In regard to social networks sites, sometimes irritation is motivated by 
the slow reaction of the company to the customers’ complains, creat-
ing a feeling that could reach a high level of dissatisfaction. According 
to Taylor et al. (2011), in some cases advertising irritation may be at-
tributed to goal interruption as well as consumers’ concerns regard-
ing their privacy, which could be seriously damaged by other com-
ments, content information, or message sharing.  All these variables 
reveal several criteria of evaluating the brand communication on Web 
2.0: number of users participating in discussions, number of positive 
and negative comments, company’s involvement in debates, and ad-
vertisement criticism. Branding process must be carefully managed 
nowadays, because consumers tend to become possessive and want 
to control everything according to their needs. Having a transparent 
brand is a mainstream goal in this case, as Facebook users often devel-
op a direct conversation with the companies. Definitely, in comparison 
with traditional advertising, online advertising may considerably affect 
brand image due to the impossibility to control the message once it is 
placed. Based on Yan’s (2011) theory “audiences can help develop the 
brand strategy, providing real feedback on how it is working” (p. 695). 
This means that every step of brand development should take into con-
sideration consumers’ opinion, hence strategy becomes more dynam-
ic, always in progress and, consequently, crisis may be anticipated in 
right time. In return, sales could increase spectacularly and marketing 
objectives might be quickly achieved.    

As technologies change so fast, advertising reconsiders its tradi-
tional communication strategies and keeps on developing the relation-
ship between brands, products/services, and consumers. Therefore, 
consumers’ awareness reaches a high level, as Facebook users organ-
ized a global online community, which is activated daily.  The dynamics 
of online advertising firmly depends on the product/service category 
as well, and, when it comes to mobile phone networks, the way con-
sumers convey their attitudes as Facebook users is essential. Mobile 
phones, as devices, and telecommunication, as service, represent two 
permanently challenging fields of discussion, due to the rapid rhythm 
of product updating and competition between smart phones.      
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Mobile phone networks-connecting people 

Nowadays, mobile phone devices are becoming more accessible, 
common, and indispensable; people are using them on a daily basis, as 
extensions of their hands. Their technologic development has strongly 
been related to the mobile networks since 1980, which encouraged 
consumers to stay in touch no matter where they are. Certainly, the 
launch of 3G and 4G, along with various applications represented the 
explosion of mobile device industry that is inseparably associated both 
with the Internet’s speed and applications.  All in all, social network traf-
fic has also grown at an astonishing rate, especially because technology 
helps people feel connected with the entire world in short time. Another 
revolutionary aspect, which completely changed everyday life, consists 
of marketing and advertising tools recently applied to mobile phones. 
In terms of advertising, it is highly important to say that “consumers 
have the ability to freely share their experience with brands, and those 
conversations influence the all elements of consumer behavior, from 
searching for information until post of purchase behaviour” (Al-Mu’ani, 
Saydam & Çalicioĝlu, 2014, p. 206). This is most relevant for the rela-
tionship between consumers and brands, because mobile phone users 
are always ready to update their information about market, increas-
ing the level of competition with every click. Basically, the functions 
of mobile phone devices have lately diversified: the first role is simple 
communication by making a simple call, the second implies connec-
tivity and being informed, and the third represents a well-developed 
platform facilitating relations, interests, and activities. Therefore, de-
vices offer best chances for retailers to promote their products based 
on Web advertising and mobile applications. For this reason, market-
ers invest serious amounts of money in building Facebook pages for 
their brands to interactively appeal to their consumers and Web 2.0 
users. Practically, they build a new identity for their brands that can be 
easily shared and developed with fewer risks. This activity raises the 
level of popularity and motivates retailers “to invest time and money in 
creating, purchasing, promoting and advertising social network sites” 
(Rashid, Ullah & Iqbal, 2013, p. 347).

As for advertising, mobile phone networks are promoted quite of-
ten, especially when launching a new model of Smartphone on the mar-
ket. Usually, advertisements focus on two main goals: to inform people 
about new models of mobile phones, and to entertain consumers and 
make fun of their life stories. Consumers’ interactivity is definitely more 
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visible on Facebook pages of mobile phone networks, because there 
people have the chance to be more specific, ask questions, and be re-
ally involved in brands’ life. As for the brands themselves, they become 
dynamic and always open to changes, since consumers are developing 
new needs and discover new wishes. In keeping with this view, commu-
nication strategies for mobile phones should be very direct, diplomatic, 
and supportive. 

Methodology

The main objective of this study is to discover to which extent mo-
bile phone networks interact with consumers and in what ways they 
directly engage them in campaigns. Another aspect refers to the way 
Facebook pages of four important mobile phone networks develop 
communication with customers via Web 2.0. 

Method

In terms of method, a content analysis of each brand’s Facebook 
page was conducted over the course of two years in order to identify 
consumers’ interactivity by answering the following questions: What 
are the images’ formats of online ads? What do commercials empha-
size in the relationship brand-consumer-product? Which techniques 
do they employ to engage consumers? What is the main topic of online 
ads? What are the main advertising values conveyed by the audience in 
comments? We chose to apply content analysis for the following three 
reasons, all of them emphasizing the qualitative dimension of this re-
search paper.  First of all, an audio-video commercial conveys a complex 
message appealing to the consumers both on visual and verbal level. 
Second, verbal comments are quite rich, offering enough information 
related to consumers’ attitude towards advertising. Third, engagement 
techniques could be more easily identified in this way, relying on several 
issues that should be seriously considered: information about product 
or service, ads evaluation, criticism towards mobile phone, psychologi-
cal reactions (excitement, disappointment, irony, support, gratitude).

Our main assumption related to Web 2.0 communication is that, 
when Facebook first started being used, online message content was 
similar to the offline. This happened because homogeneity was a higher 
priority than diversity for advertising planners, and clients did not prop-
erly understand differences between media. Therefore, we expected 
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to find, at least in some countries of our sample, similar or the same 
advertising creative ideas for both channels. Meanwhile, the situation 
progressively changed, and online campaigns on Facebook, Youtube, 
or Twitter appeal particularly to the online generation. Facebook is not 
only a social community, for example, but also a virtual market where 
people can share thoughts and experiences, influence potential con-
sumers, and create dynamic testimonials or stories. As a result, it is 
a fertile environment for qualitative and quantitative advertising re-
search. 

Sample 

All in all, the research sample is made up of 66 audio-video ad-
vertisements with a various distribution on brands as follows: Orange 
25 ads, Vodafone 21 ads, T-Mobile 11 ads and Virgin Mobile 9 ads. The 
number of commercials varies from one brand to another, according to 
the level of interactivity, and the growth in online ads in different coun-
tries.  Therefore, we aim to analyze the official Facebook pages of four 
big mobile phones networks in four different countries: Vodafone-Ro-
mania, Orange-France, T-Mobile-United Kingdom, and Virgin Mobile-
Australia. Accordingly, we studied all advertisements and videos posted 
on their Facebook pages between January 2012 and May 2014 to ana-
lyze their message and subsequent consumers’ comments. This study 
offers a double perspective on interconnectivity: the first one focuses 
on the quality of online advertisements, and the second one refers to 
comments around mobile phones and the respective service. Basically, 
those are the data provided by a large number of comments. Some 
brands take care more of their image, and the data referring to brand-
ing strategies are generous, whereas some others emphasize only the 
informative dimension of ads. 

The main reason for which we decided to focus on this two year 
period is the fact that industry underwent significant transformations 
when negotiating media space. This case is particularly available in 
Romania, when in 2013 the Romanian Audiovisual Law 25/2013 was 
passed to regulate a prior decision of 2002. The main goal of Law 25 
was to limit the involvement of the advertising industry in establish-
ing and negotiating media contracts on behalf of clients. This situation 
generated a heated debate among advertising professionals. Conse-
quently, board members of the International Advertising Agency (IAA) 
considered further modifying the law on February 25th, 2014. Modifying 
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or amending the settlement has not yet been discussed in the Roma-
nian Parliament; as a result, the law is still active, and profoundly det-
rimental to the Romanian advertising industry. 25/2013 audio-visual 
regulation triggered a rapid reaction of online channels in advertising, 
which at first developed by replacing television and radio advertise-
ments. In other words, this law could be one of the reasons that prop-
erly cause the increase of the online industry in Romania, not only the 
social media revolution.        

Findings 
In the next paragraphs this study focuses both on answering the 

former research questions and on revealing consumers’ interaction 
with mobile phone brands on their Facebook pages. To get a picture 
of what engaging consumers in mobile phone communication means 
two directions of the analysis are visible: on the one hand, advertise-
ment content and formats provide significant information, and, on the 
other hand, consumers’ attitudes towards mobile services, products, 
and brands. At the end, we aim to compare all brands’ communication 
strategies of the four mobile phone brands, to reach some conclusion 
about engagement strategies. 

 What are the online formats of mobile phone advertisements?  

In search of the main formats of online campaigns posted on Fa-
cebook pages of the selected networks included in this research, we 
should explain the criteria we used for their delimitation. Thus, we di-
vided the commercials’ formats into the next categories: the subjective 
one (confession, testimonial), the demonstrative (analogy and demon-
stration), the narrative format (slice of life, simple story), the fictional 
reality (animation), and the ad simply termed dialogue (or conversa-
tion). Consequently, the findings show us that narrative formats (26 
examples) top this analysis, as commercials being common life sto-
ries (15 ads) and slices of life (11 ads).  The only brand which does 
not seem to be represented by online stories in our sample is T-Mobile. 
Much relevant from this viewpoint is the fact that Vodafone-Romania 
firmly encourages life advertising and the brand delivered the message 
in 2013 through a narrative series, centered on Ghiţă the Shepherd and 
his guest at Jina, Cabral, the new Vodafone spokesperson. Definitely, 
online ads have a direct correspondence in offline advertising, convey-
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ing a wider message. Cabral Ibacka is a famous actor and talk show 
host, with a very urban life, who accepted the challenge to come to Jina 
and live for a while with Ghiţă (the Vodafone endorser) on the top of 
the mountains. The online ads point out every important moment of 
Cabral’s apprentice during his first day at the sheep farm: shearing the 
sheep, grass scything, preparing the firewood, milking the sheep in the 
evening, and, finally, cooking the polenta for the rustic dinner. Gener-
ally speaking, comments are positive and they enjoy Ghiţă’s authentic 
life far away from noisy cities. This is obvious not only on Vodafone’s 
Facebook page, but also on Ghiţă’s Facebook, which was launched on 
February 11th, 2013, registering 529.261 likes till May 30, 2014. 

Returning to online formats provided by the research sample, con-
clusion leads us to a straight idea: demonstration (18 ads) and analogy 
(two cases) are the formats preferred by all four brands. This is quite 
understandable, as Facebook pages include many comments on new 
mobile phones or services given by networks. Consequently, ads were 
created in an informative and technical style. Animation characterizes 
only Orange (five cases) and Vodafone (four ads), which are the brands 
representing the majority of our sample. Dialogue emerges from only 
six situations when phone users relate with each other in various life 
situations that usually emphasize product and brand utility. Finally, 
confession and testimonial (only in five ads) are certainly simple con-
firmation of brand’s capital and facilitate consumers’ involvement in 
its image improvement. Briefly, the subjective format certifies brand 
credibility under the critical eyes of Facebook users, because their 
comments and debates need a starting point. Besides, every confes-
sion brings forward not only the idea of advertisement authenticity, but 
a particular relationship between consumers, product/services, and 
brand, which leads us to the next section of this research.

What do commercials emphasize in the relationship brand-
consumer-product? 

Answering this question involves first, analyzing the ads content, and, 
second, the comments on them, in case commercials are productive. The 
last aspect varies from one brand to another, and, obviously, determines 
the success or the failure of an advertising message whose impact, unfor-
tunately, cannot be controlled on Web 2.0. The following table briefly pre-
sents the division between consumer, brands, products, and services as 
advertisements bring to light through their formats and messages: 
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Table 1.  
The Relationship Brand-Consumer-Product  

T-Mobile Virgin Mobile Orange Vodafone Total ads
Services 3 1 11 10 25
Consumer 3 3 2 7 15
Brand 2 3 6 4 15
Product 3 2 6 0 11
Total ads/brand 11 9 25 21 66

As it is to be expected, most online ads highlight the service qual-
ity and the performance of national coverage. For example, Vodafone 
Romania has recently written on its wall “Together we bring the entire 
Romania on the Internet,” which proves the concern for improving the 
connection regardless of where it is activated. Orange and Vodafone are 
always updating their information regarding new applications, facilities 
or Internet opportunities and come up on the market with a large num-
ber of ads focusing only on this matter. Certainly, their online and offline 
advertising activity is one of the richest on the market, and this explains 
the specificity of ads: a category of them reveals the brand capital (its 
endorser, the creative side of it), whereas the other aspect manages the 
product and the service. Both messages are simultaneously delivered 
on the market, as answering to different kinds of consumers’ demands: 
the emotional needs and the practical or functional ones.  

Consumers’ attitude is highly relevant for Vodafone, as it engages 
them in managing the brand capital. Therefore, endorsers are average 
people in ads, such as a sheppard, a driver, a father, even an actor in 
the beginning of his career. Besides, comments on different aspects 
are quite productive, and, sometimes, dialogue between them is pos-
sible. By far, comments reveal a direct connection with the ads hav-
ing in center the consumers’ demands. As for the brand relevance, al-
though Orange is more concerned about its evolution, we consider that 
all four mobile networks pay attention to this matter, but the values 
from the above table are quite small, due to the limited ads available on 
the Facebook pages in case of T-Mobile-UK and Virgin Mobile-Australia. 
Branding strategies are various, starting from endorsement, brands 
association, and brands values. For example, Virgin Mobile discovered 
a new endorser in 2012, Doug Pitt, Brad’s brother, and helps him be-
come a telecommunication star.  The message below was posted in 
July 2012 and demands Facebook users to encourage Doug to follow 
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his star as endorsing Virgin Mobile: “This is Doug Pitt, the second most 
famous Pitt in his family. Unlike his brother, Doug’s not a super star, 
he’s never been featured on the front page and never made big bucks 
from a celebrity endorsement. Virgin Mobile believes in a fair go for all, 
and wants your help to make things a little fairer in the Pitt family. Visit 
fairgobro.com.au and show Doug some ‘like’.” In case of Vodafone, the 
brand capital refers to tradition, the Romanian ecosystem, history, and 
the cultural features of language and music. Apart from that, ads asso-
ciate Vodafone with such brands as Nissan and Apple, highlighting that 
brand history (“15 years together”) is a kind of personal experience. 
The main values promoted by mobile phone networks are: efficiency, 
performance, service quality, and humaneness. 

 In essence, the online advertising of the four telecommunication 
networks is more concerned with the message about services, con-
sumer, and brands, and less about mobile phones, which have to be 
launched through particular campaigns. The aspects related to mobile 
services are the most relevant in comparison to other product cate-
gories because this is the main issue that ensures the differentiation 
among brands. In this respect, consumers seem to be equally high-
lighted by ads as brands, as long as their opinion on service quality is 
meant to determine the marketing success.  

Which techniques do ads employ to engage consumers?

Some considerations must be given before we present the find-
ings provided by our sample to answer this question. First, the above 
remarks on the relationship between brand-consumer-services-prod-
uct persistently point out the role of consumers in conveying the brand 
values. Besides, by involving consumers in promoting the brands on 
Facebook pages, this expresses a high level of control and power over 
companies’ messages. Overall, brands’ positioning relies on consum-
er and mobile phone use, so that it is almost impossible to deliver an 
advertisement message that should exclude either of them, but, de-
spite this, commercials promote users’ needs in different areas, such 
as business, private life, and community. In view of this, we decided to 
investigate how online advertisements could engage consumers more, 
turning them into dynamic receptors of the message. This subsection 
entirely refers to the way online ads of our sample interact with the au-
dience, this issue not analyzing any of the direct comments. 
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The table bellow explicitly displays the most significant involve-
ment techniques that were classified according to verbal and nonver-
bal criteria. Due to the variety of techniques, the easiest method to pre-
sent the results was to organize them in categories based on similar 
activities or ads characteristics. Furthermore, we seek to explain them 
in detail when interpreting the table below:  

Table 2. 
Engagement techniques of consumers in online ads 

T-Mobile Virgin Mobile Orange Vodafone Total ads
Invitation 8 2 7 1 18
Viewer 0 2 6 7 15
Nonverbal (use) 0 0 10 3 13
Verbal 3 5 2 1 11
Direct 
involvement 0 0 0 5 5

Example 0 0 0 4 4
Total ads/brand 11 9 25 21 66

Behavioral criterion tops this classification, given that it includes 
invitation to buy the product, to start the collaboration with the network, 
or to update monthly plans. Most ads emphasize this pragmatic aspect 
of the communication between consumers and brands. The specific 
verbs describing facts in online ads indicate the dynamic dimension of 
the visual message, as follows: “come,” “take,” “buy,” “try,” “call.” The 
most encouraged consumer’s attitude emerges from the invitation to 
buy or replace the mobile phone. Brands always offer best opportunities 
to consolidate their relationship with their consumers. In the above 
Table 2, T-Mobile and Orange are the brands that consistently highlight 
the behavioral communication, whereas Vodafone and Virgin-Mobile 
pay little attention to this issue. Consequently, inviting consumers 
to prove their loyalty through a new acquisition, which assumes a 
particular behavior, reveals the experiential marketing strategies and 
describes how brands understand their target.

The situation when consumers present themselves as passive 
viewers does not directly imply their involvement in decoding the 
message. Hence, the online ads appeal to mobile phone users and 
network clients without asking for any participation from them. 
Therefore, advertisements focus on service presentations and phone 
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launching on the market, with no invitation to marketing events. 
Certainly, consumers have always the eye on the ads, regardless of 
their channels (offline or online), but they are not included in the verbal 
or behavioral messages.  

The nonverbal technique differentiates from the behavioral one 
through a straight idea: in the first case people just use the phone for 
making a call, so they meet each other and explore it, while in the second 
situation consumers should become buyers, being invited to be part 
of this huge network family. Practically, they should join the network 
and the new mobile phone users to become familiar with sophisticated 
aspects referring to technical issues. 

The verbal technique represents the easiest way to get consumers 
involved in a branding process, as advertisers create challenging 
scripts with people who include the mobile phone in their life and are 
talking about it. The brand and the product play an essential role in 
conveying consumers’ ideas and feelings, considering the main goal 
of any phone is to communicate by texting or making a call. In that 
case, the online ads spend their creativity in smart conversations and 
interesting dialogues or stories. As the first research question shows, 
narrations brings to light enough situations of direct communication, 
and consumers feel engaged in any story they listen to.

Due to the particular features of the online channel, the direct 
involvement of Facebook users and mobile phone consumers is possible 
through applications and games. They get involved and progressively 
follow the brand’s application, eventually becoming attached to the 
network itself. Finally, the power of a good example might motivate 
consumers to spend money on a mobile phone, and this method could 
be considered only a particular dimension of a behavioral technique, 
because it requires some facts or a model of communication.

Briefly, the former techniques reveal several suggestions in 
regard with understanding the message of online ads by mobile phone 
consumers and Facebook users. Actually, each technique explains how 
strong and directly a brand appeals to its consumers, through verbal 
or nonverbal means. Definitely, each category of classification could 
be expanded along with the variety of ad formats and development 
of brand capital. Besides the topic of each ad reflects the possibility 
of direct or indirect involvement of consumers in unfolding brand’s 
message. The next step of this paper implies discussing this issue. 
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What is the main topic of online ads? 

Analyzing the main topic of the online ads posted as videos on the 
Facebook pages of the four networks included in our sample requests an 
individual identification of each commercial, and then a classification 
of themes in semantic categories. In this respect, the sample provided 
us with several topics as presented in the table below: 

Table 3.
Main topics of Facebook videos 

T-Mobile Virgin Mobile Orange Vodafone Total ads
Private life 3 4 3 12 22
Performance 7 0 12 0 19
Business 1 4 0 6 11
Fantasy 0 1 9 0 10
History and 
patriotism 0 0 1 3 4

Total ads/brand 11 9 25 21 66

Private life was given particular attention in this research, because 
there is a brand

 (Vodafone) steadily developing such scripts as: love stories, family 
issues, anniversaries, holidays. In one of the 2013 Facebook videos, 
young people are the main subject, when having a real problem that 
can be solved by Vodafone: they cannot text as much as they want and, 
therefore, experience a real crisis of communication. Their loves and 
friendships were, finally, protected by new Vodafone offers, similarly as 
it happens in case of family conflicts or Christmas celebration. 

The performance of mobile phones or telecommunication 
networks represented another topic often identified in online videos, 
considering this area is daily updated and consumers enjoy using the 
best products or services. Nevertheless, only Orange and T-Mobile 
highlight this branding strategy intensively, and this fact confirms the 
professional perspective the network seeks to focus on, compared to 
other brands that are more familiar and friendly to their audience. 

Business area is less represented in our sample, with Orange 
completely ignoring this category of services, whereas the competitor, 
Vodafone pays somehow more attention to this aspect. This topic 
involves special offers for consumers working in particular fields that 
demand efficient and profitable communication. 
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Fantasy sounds less credible when it comes to communication 
success, but Orange prefers this strategy in France, maybe because 
the tone of voice is friendlier and better addresses young consumers. 
For example, on the Orange Facebook wall a message is written 
that leads us to the Hollywood image of Super heroes and fantastic 
scenarios of ads: “avec la 4 G et la Fibre Orange on peut tous avoir des 
super pouvoirs” (“all of us could have super powers with 4G and Orange 
fiber).” In this case, the endorser is a Superhero who always controls 
the Internet connection and the mobile phones’ facilities. 

Last but not least, the topic of history and patriotic feeling 
characterizes only three Vodafone videos and just one belonging to 
Orange, and their purpose is to get a picture of the way these brands 
specifically address local customers. Vodafone campaigns represent 
a collective portray of Romanians connected on the Internet to build 
a national virtual community. At the beginning of 2014, Vodafone 
created a particular online and offline ad following the model of “Your 
Facebook movie.” As it was expected, this was a synthesis of the main 
2013 advertising campaigns, offering significant fragments of average 
Romanians under the title “Together we bring the entire Romania 
on the internet.” The message was pretty eloquent: “This is a movie 
based on real facts, even if it is made up of ads pieces, because we 
are supporting authentic stories with genuine Romanians like you or 
your friends. It is something we are actually doing, not something we 
are just talking about. There are stories about simple people who want 
to enjoy more and about entrepreneur Romanians who are turning the 
impossible into the possible and they do not say it can be done because 
it was not done before. These are not stories invented for the sake of 
technology, but technology is invented to transform Romanians’ lives 
into better ones. Man by man, day by day, with no exception, with no 
borders.” 

What are the main advertising values conveyed by the audience in 
comments?

The previous section has opened the doors to the most important 
step of this research, entirely dedicated to the information provided 
by comments that focus on advertisement evaluation. Facebook 
communication facilitates a huge advantage: consumers interact with 
brands through comments usually posted below the videos. In this 
way commercials could be positively or negatively labeled, and this 
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exchange relationship considerably influences other users. According 
to Ducoffe and Curlo (2010), this spontaneous evaluation was termed 
“expected advertising value” (EAV) and it has entirely to do with the level 
of consumer expectations: “When advertising value meets or exceeds 
consumer expectations, satisfactory communications exchanges 
result measurable via the nature of and outcomes associated with 
consumer information processing” (p. 248). As Ducoffe (1996) states, 
consumers identify EAV on the World Wide Web, looking for three 
factors: informativeness, irritation, and entertainment as we have 
already explained in the theoretical framework. In the following lines, 
we seek to discover these predictors in comments developed around 
online ads posted on Facebook, and categorize them on two levels: 
individually, for each brand, and globally (summarizing the results). The 
Table 4 briefly presents the distribution of the former factors: 

Table 4.
Advertisements evaluation

T-Mobile Virgin-
Mobile Orange Vodafone Total ads

Entertainment 4 3 10 11 28

Informativeness 4 5 6 5 20

Irritation 3 1 9 5 18

Total ads/brand 11 9 26 21 66

As it can be seen, entertainment is given much consideration by 
consumers involved in this research, especially when it comes to Orange 
and Vodafone. This result reveals the association between EAV and 
the ads topic, because private life and fantasy are dominant subjects 
easily connected with funny moments.  Besides, having fun needs a 
friendly tonality of ads and a subjective approach of life. Mobile phone 
campaigns often appeal to young generation that has a high level of 
humor and are open to new experiences. Usually, comments related 
to this assessment are highly positive and spontaneous: “brilliant,” 
“excellent,” “great ad,” “incredibly funny.” 

Informativeness usually corresponds to a particular category of 
ads: the one presenting new phones, technical details of networks, 
or service updates. Therefore, all four brands develop this aspect in 
their campaigns, because their main goal consists of professional 
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communication. Hence, comments concentrate on various dimensions 
of using a competitive phone. Besides, the tone of voice in this category 
is a very neutral one, sometimes even official.

Irritation cannot be avoided, even if advertisements are qualitative 
and persuasive, when debates generated dissatisfaction because of 
similar past experiences of other buyers. The worst audience reaction 
may cause the loss of loyalty towards the brand. At that moment, 
consumers advised each other to leave the network for another one, 
feeling betrayed. Orange is the brand with many critics and even an 
aggressive attitude on the part of their users. Usually, people denied 
service qualities, 4G function, and the coverage. 

Summarizing the entire discussion on EAV, it is no doubt that each 
brand passes through all these evaluation stages and comments are 
sometimes contradictory, as they were not simultaneously posted on 
Facebook. 

Discussion 

Having examined the findings, this study unfolds interesting 
profiles of the four networks present on Facebook, as seen by the 
consumers. First of all, Orange and Vodafone always engage more 
consumers in debates around their online activity, which reflects the 
high level of brands’ implications. Activating critical debates, sharing 
satisfactions and dissatisfactions raise the brands’ standards of online 
advertising. Although this research may not be that relevant because of 
the ads’ number included in the sample, still T-Mobile proves a relative 
balance between entertainment, informativeness, and irritation. Virgin 
Mobile and Vodafone are less vulnerable, according to comments 
and brands loyalty.  Hence, Virgin Mobile and T-Mobile do not use a 
wide range of engaging techniques, which explains the lowest level 
of conflicts and consumers’ negative feelings recorded on Facebook. 
In other words, Vodafone and Orange take the risk and interact often 
with their target audiences, by updating their pages’ daily, answering 
people’s questions, and acting like discussion partners. Certainly, 
there are differences between countries in terms of developing online 
brand strategies. For example, Orange France is less localized and has 
lately preferred the aura of superhero, while Vodafone Romania has 
discovered the authenticity of life advertising and stays closer to local 
consumers. T-Mobile posted online messages with no local flavor, while 
the Australian Virgin-Mobile adopted a very personal image in 2012 and 
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later a global one. As for the Romanian online activity, it certainly has 
increased consistently in the last two years, so this product category 
and Internet offers justify the new channel. Besides, offline campaigns 
do not lose their power at all, but they are steadily supported by online 
one now.  

In light of the expected advertising values, our brands laid the power 
into the consumers’ hands. This fact places networks in a contradictory 
situation: they need to invite their audiences to discussion, but this could 
seriously damage their capital since negative feelings and unpleasant 
aspects cannot be controlled. Therefore, brands should solve possible 
conflicts before they are heatedly debated by consumers, also should 
carefully manage their Facebook pages by diplomatically conducting 
online conversation. Otherwise, a network decreasing in popularity 
cannot face competition properly and, ultimately, may not recover its 
image the moment it disappoints its target. 

Conclusion 

While there is no space here to pursue this issue in detail in this 
study, some final remarks should be offered at the end of this paper, 
along with limits of research and possible future improvements. First, 
the most successful online format is the story, as Facebook users 
mirrored themselves in the characters’ lives and expressed their 
attitude towards networks’ endorsers. Second, the focus on service 
describes the specificity of product category, and it is generally 
available in all four brands. The engagement techniques are more 
related to marketing strategies, inviting people to buy, rather than to 
communicate. As a result, the small number of online applications 
accounts for the similarities between online and offline advertising in 
terms of campaigns. Moreover, the private life topic associates with 
life stories, and most of them lead to entertainment and to a positive 
mood. Performance emerges from demonstration, analogies, and 
testimonials, directly delivering an informative message. 

Despite its limitations, this research provides us significant 
information about the exchange between consumers and mobile 
phone brands while interacting on Facebook pages. The small number 
of online ads and brands belonging to the sample was the main 
reason for research limitations, but the consumers’ comments were 
productive and yet difficult to be evaluated, especially in case of older 
online activity posted on the Facebook pages. A future research should 
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expand the sample till the end of 2014, to follow the evolution of online 
activity. Based on the present sample, T-Mobile increased consistently 
its activity in 2013, while Virgin Mobile had a gap between 2012 and 
2013. In case of Orange, the sample was divided between 2012 and 
2014 activities. Only Vodafone registered a visible progress in its online 
advertising, posting in 2012 five ads, in 2013 twelve ads, while in the 
five months of 2014 other four videos. 

To conclude, even if this study has to be seen as a research in 
progress, because comments could be deeply analyzed and the online 
channel keeps updating, it highlights the fact that consumers’ role in 
mobile phone brands should be paid more attention in order to protect 
the brand capital. Ultimately, consumers are the masters, but they 
should not be allowed to affect the brand so easily, by ignoring the 
communication strategies in online environment.   
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Building digitized SpaceS on FaceBook: 
an ethnographic exploration oF the iriSh 
diaSpora community in munich  

C h r i s t i a n r i t t E r
University of Ulster

in this paper, i examine the impact the 
use of Facebook has on network forma-
tion among irish migrants in munich. the 
main aim of the investigation is to un-
derstand how social media, defined as 
ways of electronic communication that 
enable users to share information online, 
changed the course of the development 
of irish community in munich. anthropo-
logical research into digital culture has 
widely studied Facebook as a new means 
of nurturing and maintaining social ties (e. 
g. miller, 2011, horst, 2012). in contrast 
to these previous contributions, my case 
study illuminates how Facebook became 
a vital asset to a diaspora community 
that enhances the diffusion of informa-
tion among its members. in this way, my 
paper provides much-needed insights into 
the relationship between digital literacy  
and community development. Based on 
ethnographic fieldwork online and offline, 
life story interviews (Wengraf, 2001), ob-
servation records of real world and digital 

interactions (angrosino & de pérez, 2003) 
were explored in depth to trace patterns 
of digital network building within the irish 
community in munich.
Following an extensive data analysis, i iden-
tified a relationship between digital literacy 
and personal access to resources within 
the networks of irish immigrants in mu-
nich. the case study about irish immigrants 
in munich indicates that a high degree of 
familiarity with digital media significantly 
enhanced participation in local commu-
nity life. irish immigrants who were well 
integrated into the local irish subnetworks, 
such as cultural or sporting clubs, often 
showed a higher  degree of digital aware-
ness than irish immigrants who were lesser 
involved in communal activities.     
For that reason, i suggest that social me-
dia can considerably enhance local com-
munity development   since new arrivals 
could be included in local support net-
works while they enriched the local com-
munity with new skills and expertise.

keywords: Facebook, mobility, social media, Irish diapora, digital community
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Introduction 

The use and abuse of the social networking site Facebook has become 
a controversially debated issue in recent years. On the one hand, the 
risks of the ubiquitous implementation of social media are stressed 
with reference to cases of cyberbullying which sometimes even led to 
juvenile suicide. On the other hand, the advantages of the new commu-
nication method are praised and some entrepreneurs used successful-
ly Facebook to increase their circles of customers by online marketing. 
This paper examines the impact Facebook might have on community 
life. In doing so, I explore the case of the Munich Irish community. Over 
the last decades, various waves of Irish immigration occurred in the 
Bavarian capital. Based on empirical research into the Irish community 
in Munich, I will demonstrate how the implementation and widespread 
use of social media has changed the ways social relationships are 
structured within this community. Social media are one of the prime 
social forces that change everyday life in societies of the 21st century. 
The ways social relationships are initiated, maintained, or ended have 
been transformed by the technical innovations made by web designers. 
In recent years, Facebook has been one of the most influential compa-
nies reaching out to millions of people across the world. The ubiquitous 
new social networking site, which allows its users to share ideas, pho-
tographs, and to communicate through instant messaging and calls, 
gave rise to numerous unprecedented changes in private and business 
life. Often the role Facebook plays today is compared with the role of 
Ford after the invention of the assembly line. I encountered members 
of the Irish community in Munich during my ethnographic fieldwork in 
the city. This empirical investigation sheds light on the use of the social 
networking site Facebook within the local and transnational networks 
of this community. 

The human need to be part of a community and to identify with a 
circle of contacts has been variously studied in the past and present. 
The social sciences have been concerned with the evolution of com-
munities for at least 200 years (Rapport, 2002, p. 173). Community is 
also the phenomenon studied in this investigation. I define community 
as the aggregate of individuals who share a common purpose and are 
conscious of their distinctiveness from others. Furthermore, a com-
munity is characterized as a geographically localized assembly of peo-
ple who regularly interact with each other and have developed a sense 
of togetherness. Even though social scientists have already examined 
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how social ties nurtured and maintained after the arrival of new media 
technology in everyday and business life (e.g. Kirkpatrick, 2010; Miller, 
2011; Horst, 2012), very little is known about the role social media play 
in local community development. This opportunity to describe and ex-
plain the recent changes in community life prompted by an increased 
use of social media, defined as ways of electronic communication 
through which users share information, ideas, messages,  photos, or 
videos, must not be missed. This study intends to fill in this gap. For 
that reason, I wish to query to what extent the implementation of so-
cial media in the Irish community in Munich reinforced the develop-
ment of this community. This investigation into the use of Facebook 
among members of the Irish diaspora community in Munich seeks to 
understand how social media change network constellations within lo-
cal communities. Local communities can be conceived as clusters of 
social networks in which support among its members is enabled. Social 
capital is often nested in strong communities in which members have 
established long-term relationships. Social capital can thus be under-
stood as personal access to resources within social networks of mutual 
support. This paper is divided into five sections. After the discussion 
of the methods employed in this investigation, I set the case of the 
Munich Irish in the context of Irish immigration to continental Europe. 
The following sections explore the major changes which occurred in 
the Munich Irish community in relations to the constellation of social 
networks holding the community together. 

Materials and Methods 

The ethnographic exploration into the Irish diaspora commu-
nity in Munich was based on systematic collection of data. The two 
prime methods I employed during the fieldwork in Munich were the 
life story interview and participant observation. I conducted life story 
interviews with 20 Irish-born immigrants and attended various social 
events involving Irish immigrants to perform participant observation. 
I performed participant observation in urban settings where places 
were not as observable and clear-cut as in villages. For that reason, 
the field can be conceived as a multitude of interlocking locations filled 
with cultural meanings by members of the Irish community in Munich. 
Participant observation was an invaluable means of approaching po-
tential life story interviewees, and, in the latter stages of the research, 
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verifying core findings. The participant observation in the real world was 
complemented by sporadic participant observation on social media 
used by Irish immigrants, such as Facebook. In addition to the materi-
als gathered by the two major methods, local newspaper articles that 
mentioned the Irish community in Munich as well as related websites 
were gathered. Some of the newspaper articles were very insightful and 
helped me identify further sites of my field. Precious information could 
also be found on websites. I mainly analysed four types of data: tran-
scripts of life story interviews, observation records of online and offline 
interactions, local newspaper articles, and screenshots of websites. 

The life story interview is an open-ended narrative interview dur-
ing which the interviewer raises a specific opening question followed 
by further open-ended questions about the initial life story narrative. 
The conduct of the interview is split into two or three sub-sessions. 
As lived experience is accumulated in personal narratives, they are an 
asset for every exploration of community life. In order to gain infor-
mation that represents lived experience and gives voice to minorities, 
every life story interview in my research follows a specific conduct. The 
British psychologist Tom Wengraf outlines the Biographic-Narrative-
Interpretive Method (BNIM) and determines the major stages of its 
conduct (Wengraf, 2001). The first sub-session of the life story inter-
view is initiated by a single question: 

“I want you to tell me your life story, 
all the events and experience which were important for you, up to now. 
Start wherever you like.
Please take the time you need. 
I’ll listen first, I won’t interrupt, 
I’ll just take some notes for after you’ve finished telling me about 

your experiences.”  (Wengraf, 2001, p. 121) 

A second session is dedicated to extract more stories from the top-
ics raised in the initial narrative (Wengraf, 2001). The follow-up ques-
tions emerge out of the notes taken during session one. Wengraf rec-
ommends using the language and wording of the interviewee (Wengraf, 
2001). A third session can be arranged as a separate interview that re-
quires at least preliminary analysis of the material gathered in the two 
previous sessions. This session can entail also closed-ended question 
blocks which give the interview a more structured flow. All topics that 
were not mentioned in the personal narrative, but are deemed to elicit 
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information relevant to the research goals can be raised herein. Each 
interview was accompanied by a demographic information sheet which 
was filled in by the research participant after the recording.  

The fact that most interviewees are more or less part of the same 
social networks that were studied throughout the project enhanced the 
validity of the life narratives since the snow-ball sampling unveils inde-
pendent versions of shared experiences. One major limitation of the life 
story interview is, however, its dependency on the social relationship 
that has been established between interviewer and interviewee prior 
to the recording. Interviewees tell different stories to interviewers de-
pending on their perception of him or her. However, snowball-sampling 
is a research strategy that mitigates this risk. Oscar Lewis, the author 
of The Children of Sanchez: Autobiography of a Mexican Family, argued 
in an early phase of biographical research in anthropology that inter-
viewing persons who live in close contact helps identify inaccuracies in 
the data set and raises the trustworthiness of the study. Throughout 
my research, I intended to compensate for this limitation by creating 
sustainable relations with participants whenever possible and led the 
conversation prior to interviews as openly as possible. Retrospectively 
speaking, the interviewees I had met several times before the interview 
opened up more in the life narrative than those whom I interviewed im-
mediately after having received their contact details from their friends. 

        
                 

Irish Migration to Continental Europe

In order to set the development of the Irish community in Munich 
in the broader context of recent Irish migration to continental Europe, I 
will briefly address the evolution of other sites of the Irish present-day 
diaspora in the region. Quantitatively speaking, the most significant 
current flows of Irish migrants continue to move to destinations within 
the English-speaking world, such as New York and Sydney. However, 
continental Europe has increasingly become an important receiving 
region for Irish migrants since Ireland joined the European Economic 
Community in 1973. Tight-knit Irish communities have, for instance, 
been identified in various European capitals. Recent research into Irish 
migration to Germany revealed that qualified Irish emigrants often 
chose destinations in central Europe (Kockel & Shuttleworth, 1990; 
King & Shuttleworth, 1995). During the late 1980s, increasing numbers 
of qualified Irish migrants arrived in continental Europe. This trend was 
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perpetuated by a lack of significant economic growth until the Celtic 
Tiger years in the mid-1990s. In the early 1990s, about 25% of univer-
sity graduates emigrated from the Irish Republic within nine months 
after graduation (King & Shuttleworth, 1995). Numerous Irish gradu-
ates left Ireland for European cities, such as Rome (King & Arbuckle, 
1992) and Paris (MacÉinrí, 1989; MacÉinrí, 1991). A number of com-
prehensive investigations have addressed Irish migration to Germany. 
These studies indicate the cities with the highest numbers of Irish mi-
grants. For instance, a study exploring minorities in European countries 
recorded the working conditions of Irish waitresses in Stuttgart in the 
early 1990s (Panayi, 1999). In addition, the evolutions of organiza-
tions which are strongly frequented by Irish migrants are documented, 
such as the Irish-German Societies in Düsseldorf and Würzburg (Sarge, 
2000; Gottschalk, 2000). However, the Irish community in Munich ap-
pears to be the most popular and attractive Irish community for Irish 
migrants coming to Germany, since it has established a huge range of 
clubs fostering Irish cultural or sporting activities. The voluntary en-
gagement of Irish immigrants in Munich and their collective cultural 
achievements were acknowledged by the former Irish president Mary 
MacAleese during a state visit in 2008. Her commendation has been the 
highest accolade for the local Irish community to date. The Irish presi-
dent met the local Irish community in Munich after a state visit to Berlin 
and spoke to 250 representatives of the Irish community in Bavaria (DIF 
2012a). With regard to the members of the Irish community in Munich, 
I use the term Irish immigrant to refer to people who live in Munich and 
identified themselves as Irish during the research interview or previous 
conversations. In many cases it is difficult to make a clear distinction 
between migrant and immigrant since the boundaries between the two 
terms are often blurred. Migrant is commonly used as an umbrella term 
for people involved in various sorts of mobility. Whether migration turns 
into immigration can only be ascertained retrospectively. Throughout 
various life phases of migrants a person’s self-perception can vary re-
garding the wish to settle permanently or move to a city offering more 
promising employment opportunities. Some of the people I met dur-
ing my field trips to Munich were undecided as to whether or not they 
would stay in Munich and Germany respectively for the rest of their 
lives. Nonetheless, I think that people who were strongly engaged in the 
Irish community are better described as immigrants. Many long-term 
members of the Irish community in Munich clearly considered them-
selves as settled immigrants and emphasized that they had bought 
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houses in or around the city. For that reason, I primarily use the term 
immigrant when I refer to the Irish community in Munich as it best re-
flects the empirical reality. In doing so, I am aware of the complexity of 
decision-making processes inherent in current types of mobilities and 
do not intend to disregard the uniqueness of individual trajectories of 
Irish immigrant living in and around the Bavarian capital. The following 
table shows the numbers of Irish-born residents in Germany. 

Figure 1. 
Irish Nationals Living in Germany between 1999 and 2009. 

Adapted from FSO (2012).

The Evolution of Social Networks within the Irish Diaspora Community 
in Munich  

This section sets out to tell the story of the evolution of the Irish 
diaspora community in Munich.  The development of this community 
is traced from its precursors in the early 1970s to the systematic im-
plementation of social media within the social networks of community 
members in the late 2000s. The story of this diaspora community is 
primarily based on the voices of Irish-born immigrants documented in 
their life narratives. I examine the evolution of the Irish community in 
Munich in relation to the changes which occurred within the constella-
tion of social networks among its long-term members. The systematic 
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implementation of social media, which began in 2007, took the meth-
ods of communication within the social networks of Irish immigrants 
in Munich to a new level of community development. However, dec-
ades before this significant transformation occurred within the local 
community, the set of networks that have kept the members of this 
community together underwent various earlier changes. In this section 
I trace these changes and explore how the community steadily pro-
gressed since the first considerable influxes of Irish immigrants in the 
post-war era. The evolution of this community can thus be divided into 
three phases. In what follows, each phase will be examined in further 
detail. 

The present-day Irish diaspora community in Munich is one of 
the most vibrant Irish communities in Germany. Even though there are 
other culturally active Irish communities in Germany, such as those 
in Düsseldorf and Würzburg, the Irish community in Munich has es-
tablished a unique Irish scene, which has attracted the interest of 
local, national, and international media in its recent history. The lo-
cal St. Patrick’s Day Parade, to name but one example, is regarded as 
one of the most successful cultural events organized by the Irish on 
the European continent, since thousands of visitors have travelled to 
Munich on that occasion in recent years. The social history of the pre-
sent-day Irish community in Munich began about 40 years prior to the 
blossoming of Irish culture in the St. Patrick’s Day Parade in Munich 
in the late 2010s. The first phase of the development of the Munich 
Irish community was initiated in the early 1970s, when some Irish mi-
grants built loose sets of connections with other Irish migrants in the 
city. In this way, they created the precursors of the Irish community. 
The exploration of the Irish community in Munich unveiled how several 
small-scale networks of Irish immigrants emerged. Over time, these 
networks became more and more interconnected. The detailed analysis 
of the content of the life history data brought a number of insightful 
trajectories to light. They are often marked by cooperation and mu-
tual support among Irish immigrants in Munich. The social history of 
the Irish community unfolds as a set of interwoven life stories that 
can be merged to form a meaningful whole. A first telling example of 
small network clusters that were found in the life story data are the 
social get-togethers of female Irish migrants who came to Munich for 
the very first time on the occasion of the 1972 Olympic Games. They 
acted as hostesses during the sporting event and most of them found 
subsequent employment in the catering and hospitality industry. Job 
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advertisements for these positions were placed by local restaurants in 
the Irish national newspaper Irish Times. This development led to one of 
the first larger flows of Irish migrants to Munich, planting an initial seed 
of the social networks of Irish immigrants in the area. Many immigrants 
arriving during the wave in the early 1970s reported that they first met 
in the restaurants in which they worked together. Subsequently, they 
exchanged contact details and kept in touch with one another. In doing 
so, they created some of the first informal networks among Irish im-
migrants. This type of network among Irish migrants also emerged in 
other places during the 1970s. 

The evolution of a further loosely connected network of Irish immi-
grants could be traced during the data analysis. A life narrative delivers 
information about one of the first “Irish clubs” in Munich, which was 
founded in the 1970s. A member of this club remembered it vividly and 
described how Irish immigrants kept in contact with one another:

There was an Irish club started by a woman. She was a chemist. 
She still lives in Munich. She’s from Ireland. And she started off these 
Irish meetings and then we went there and met new Irish people who 
would arrive. But it wasn’t only Irish people, Americans went there as 
well and some Germans. That was in ‘72... There were lots of tables and 
we kind of went around talking to different people. In those days, we 
were all sort of... really interested in going walking in the mountains... 
Or cycling. Usually somebody would organize something and we would 
arrange to meet. So we did lots of things with these people. And also 
we went to a lot of Faschingsbälle. You know, with them. Got dressed 
up. Fasching* was so completely new for us as well. We were so excited. 
And also going to the Oktoberfest. With these crowds you know things 
were organized. We went away to the mountains and go walking and 
stay in a Hütte**. It brought a bit of variety in our lives. Because at 
that stage there was only one cinema that showed English films... At 
that stage, there was one English pub and no Irish pub... We used to 
go to the English pub. In the Maistraße. We met a lot of English people 
there and Irish people as well. And then the Irish pub opened up in the 
Taubachstraße. We started to go there then. It’s only a tiny, little pub. 
But that was one of our meeting places.

This interview passage, which was recorded with a female Irish im-
migrant, uncovers how loosely organized and open networks evolved 
as a result of reoccurring gatherings. Such networks often revolved 
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around spare time activities. The opening of a local Irish pub, named 
The Irish Folk Pub in 1977, gave even more Irish migrants the oppor-
tunity to meet up on a fairly regular basis. Irish migrants managed to 
build social trust in informal networks in the 1970s. In this way, they 
could establish a set of regular meeting points, of which particular new 
arrivals benefited. The Irish pub is a vital institution in sites of the Irish 
diaspora where Irish migrants can exchange information about initial 
accommodation and job opportunities. Irish pubs can be found in al-
most all sites of the Irish diaspora. They often serve as network nodes 
where information is shared and redistributed among friends and col-
leagues.  

A further way of creating sustainable support networks among 
Irish immigrants in Munich has been attending informal literature 
clubs. At early meetings of these clubs, ideas of potential cooperation 
were exchanged and collective strategies were considered. Some of the 
women who came in 1972 on the occasion of the Olympic Games have 
kept an informal literature club, which they founded in the mid-70s, 
going to this date:

Otherwise, I am also here in Munich in contact with Irish women, 
I would say. We are friends for a long, long time. And at this stage, we 
are a group of seven women who meet every Thursday night and we like 
to say we are a literature group and, I think, we are, but we although, 
of course, get together to discuss the events in Germany. Most of them 
are actually married to Germans. So it’s a great opportunity to, you 
know, just to discuss situations and kind of compare them and stuff 
like that. This makes it very easy to be here. Otherwise, I would really 
miss the Irish sense of humour and the Irish way of life. Having these 
friends here makes it a lot easier.

This passage contains a very illuminating description of the con-
duct of an Irish literature club, which became a vital meeting place 
for Irish immigrants. This club stimulates their collective memory and 
common taste for Irish literature but it also provides a social space in 
which information can be spread about the hopes for and worries about 
their lives in Germany. In this way, members of the club gain access 
to mutual support. The initially loosely connected circle of friends has 
been transformed into a still informal but more regularly united social 
network. This informal literature club is understood as a further nodal 
point in the networks of Irish immigrants in Munich. Its origins date 
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back to the time of the arrival of a number of Irish female migrants 
in the early 1970s. Nodal points improve the coordination of mutual 
support and are crucial for integrating new arrivals in an existing local 
community. 

The last example of informal networks in which Irish immigrants 
supported each other is related to the performance of Irish culture. A 
further crucial way of building strong and sustainable networks among 
Irish migrants grew out of their common passion for Irish music. The 
next Irish immigrants whose life story is explored in depth founded a 
band shortly after arriving in Germany. This band continuously toured 
Germany and other parts of Europe until some of the band members 
decided to settle in and around Munich. The story of this informal net-
work reveals that Irish culture was often performed for its own sake but 
also to make money. A current board member of the organization Irish-
German circle of friends in Bavaria (Deutsch-Irischer Freundeskreis, 
Bayern) described the spontaneous and nomadic lifestyle some Irish 
musicians led in the 1970s and early 1980s in his life narrative:

I was playing music since very young. And I decided I would like to 
travel around Europe playing music. I did this from 1979 to 1981. So 
two years travelling around. I spent a lot of time in Germany, particu-
larly in the north of Germany. I arrived in Hamburg and stayed there for 
about six months travelling but to the towns around. Lübeck and a lot 
of time in Berlin. And then finally I moved to Berlin because of a lady and 
stayed there until 1981. But travelling... I met two other musicians on 
the street in Berlin. Irish guys. We decided to start a band and we ended 
up travelling around Germany and Holland, Belgium, and Denmark. Did 
a lot of street music but also playing at private parties and universities. 
Everywhere! In a lot of clubs and then we got a lot of gigs in bars... It 
would have been Irish music. I was singer guitar player. The other guys 
playing the Uilleann pipes. Banjos, and mandolas. So it was Irish music. 
Lot of Irish tunes.

This small-scale network was a further building block of the Irish 
community in Munich since long-standing cooperation and friendships 
evolved because of the common passion for basking. The band react-
ed to a high demand for Irish music and entertainment in Germany. 
Initially, the band members could make enough money from the mu-
sic performances to make a living. However, the band was finally dis-
solved and its members pursued careers in other industries. Some of 
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the members of the band mentioned in the interview passage above 
settled in Munich, where they engaged in establishing an Irish scene 
in the Munich Irish folk club. This club primarily promotes traditional 
Irish music and dance. Nonetheless, American and Scottish bands are 
often invited as well. Numerous traces of Irish musicians who toured 
around Europe could be found in the data set about Irish immigration 
to Munich. This life story is only one of many. The role music played for 
Irish migrants can hardly be underestimated. Irish music has been an 
enjoyable means of earning a living for musicians. Additionally, it has 
undoubtedly been a threshold to Irish cultural heritages for musicians, 
dancers, and spectators alike. The Munich Irish Folk club is a further 
crucial network node attracting Irish immigrants from Munich or the 
surrounding areas. The people who constituted the Irish community in 
the following decades maintained contact with other Irish immigrants 
in a number of loosely connected networks. The stories of the various 
Irish networks that were uncovered during the data analysis also en-
tailed some reasons for which the Irish came to Munich. The various 
motivations to migrate to the Bavarian capital range from seeking em-
ployment and joining a partner to a passion for skiing and a desire for 
adventurism. 

The set of network nodes that has been described above is here 
understood as a precursor of the Munich Irish community, which 
emerged in the 1970s. Their transformation into a more formal set of 
networks marked the beginning of a new phase of development for the 
Irish community in Munich. This considerable change in the constella-
tion of social networks among Irish immigrants was triggered by the 
voluntary engagement of a minority within the Irish scene. In 1986 the 
Irish-German circle of friends was founded in Munich. The genesis of 
this social organization re-structured the social relationships between 
local Irish immigrants who joined this circle. The evolution of informal 
networks of Irish immigrants in the 1970s planted the first seeds of 
the community in Munich. However, the Irish community formation in 
Munich took shape after the Irish-German circle of friends was brought 
to life. Processes of community formation have significantly changed 
in the global age (e.g. Castles, 2002). I suggest that the formation of 
the Irish community in Munich can be explained by the founding of the 
Irish-German circle of friends, which reinforced the cohesion of exist-
ing social networking within the Irish community in Munich. New arriv-
als who got involved in informal networks gained access to information 
about vacancies or German language classes. In contrast to the infor-
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mal networks, cooperation between Irish immigrants was arranged 
more formally and less spontaneously within the circle of friends. 
Social trust among Irish immigrants was necessary to transform infor-
mal networks into a community based on a formalized set of social re-
lationships. Collaboration mainly occurred sporadically within informal 
Irish networks. In the mid-1980s, a small number of influential Irish 
immigrants were determined to take the existing ways of orally agreed 
cooperation to the next level. 

The idea of founding an organization fostering Irish culture and the 
Irish-German exchange circulated among Irish immigrants and their 
friends for the first time in the mid-1980s. The establishment of such 
an organization required a number of core members who could fully 
rely on each other. The ways of cooperation turned from sporadic and 
spontaneous to consistently reliable. The creation of denser and more 
reliable networks of Irish immigrants was a crucial shift in the local 
networks of Irish immigrants. The behavior of members could be more 
easily anticipated by other members because of the increased number 
of commonly organized events. The Irish-German circle of friends in 
Bavaria was founded as a registered charity by a small number of Irish 
migrants and friends. This legal status professionalized the allocation 
of tasks within the community and facilitated regular face-to-face 
meetings as well as the organization of coordinated social practices. 
In this way, some of the previously informal Irish networks in Munich 
were formalized. From the very beginning, a strong inner circle with 
a well-coordinated team enabled the organization to be an effective 
player in the cultural scene of Munich and managed to promote Irish 
culture across Bavaria. The formalization of social networks created a 
new space within which common experiences could be shared.

In order to understand the different stages of the evolution of the 
Irish community in Munich, I shall firstly ascertain the regulations on 
creating a registered organization (eingetragener Verein) in Germany. 
To a limited extent, registered organizations benefit from financial 
assistance provided by the German state. The Irish-German circle of 
friends is in return committed to supporting cultural exchange with 
the majority population. The German state thus encourages intercul-
tural exchange with the majority population. A registered organization 
status facilitates access to sponsorship from companies or other or-
ganizations. According to the German political scientist Uwe Hunger 
(2002), the policy of the German state supported proactive leadership 
in migrant organizations in the last decades. The current president of 
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the Irish-German circle of friends, who is a founding member of the 
organization, describes its initial momentum:

I had been here for some time. DIF will be 25 years old next year. 
We’re celebrating the 25th anniversary next year. And I was here in 
Munich and there wasn’t any real organization for Irish people in 
Munich. I didn’t design or had the idea that DIF was specifically for... 
DIF is der Deutsch-Irischer Freundeskreis e.V. It’s a registered char-
ity. So I decided that... The initial idea was to give the Irish people here 
an opportunity to integrate with Germans, and to give the Germans an 
opportunity to meet the Irish. The idea was culture sharing. Sharing 
of cultures, maybe sharing of languages. Culture included everything. 
That was the initial idea for DIF. I founded that. That’s how it started. 
Out of that grew the Irish folk club in Munich which you have probably 
seen the website for. Out of that grew the Greensleeves, which is an 
Irish folk group. Out of that grew the Green Farm Festival. Out of that 
grew the St. Patrick’s Day Parade. Out of that grew Bloomsday. Out of 
that grew the Munich Céilí Band. Out of that grew Scot Free, which is a 
Scottish Céilí Band. All those things are offshoots, directly or indirectly, 
of DIF.

The president of the organization refers to its intercultural na-
ture, which has existed from its very beginning, and outlines its role 
at a local level. It quickly became a platform for Irish immigrants who 
wanted to conserve their cultural heritages in Munich. He suggested in 
the above narrative that the blossoming of Irish culture in the city was 
a consequence of the founding of the Irish-German organization. This 
statement indicates that the founding of the Irish-German circle of 
friends was a turning point in the evolution of the local Irish community 
since it created a stronger cohesion among Irish immigrants in Munich. 
Further local migrant communities such as the Scottish organization 
have also benefited from the promotion of Irish cultural events and the 
Irish proactivism within the wider English-speaking scenes. Access to 
sponsorship facilitated the organization of large-scale events such 
as the local St. Patrick’s Day Parade. Connecting Irish migrants in and 
around Munich, the organization can be regarded as the most crucial 
nodal point of the networks of Irish immigrants. This node aggregates 
much more information flows than any other. The Irish-German circle 
of friends generates networks of mutual support through its regu-
lar assemblies and a strong internet presence, which is ensured by 
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its comprehensive website. Having come into being, the organization 
took charge of Irish cultural events which began to regularly occur on 
Munich’s multi-cultural entertainment agenda. In a declaration posted 
on the organization’s Facebook page, a founding member recounts the 
emergence of the organization on the occasion of its 25th anniversary:

It doesn’t seem like 25 years but a quick look at the minutes of the 
meeting held to set up www.dif-Bayern.de show that seven signatories 
were present on 3rd December 1986 and paid their DM 100, - found-
ing fee. Herbert Höcherl, Brian Flynn, Roman Büchler, Emanuel von 
Wesendonk and I are still around but Christine Vollath-McLynn and Else 
Vollath have sadly departed to the great society in the sky. DIF became 
a registered society a few months later in February 1987... The society 
has never boasted more than 200 members at any one time, but what 
it does have is a very passionately engaged core team of members who 
epitomize the idea of “movers and shakers” and who have gradually 
and consistently brought the reputation of the society and its events 
to be officially regarded as among the most important on mainland 
Europe today (DIF 2012b).

This piece of evidence testifies to the bi-cultural composition of 
the organization from its early days. The passage also illustrates the 
role the inner circle of the organization plays in its evolution. The or-
ganization has never had more than 200 members and greatly ben-
efited from the continuous engagement of its active core members. 
The founding of the Irish-German circle of friends in 1986 is a vital 
landmark in the evolution of the Irish community in Munich. Irish im-
migrants could assemble at ease within the networks of the circle of 
friends since cultural events could be established on a frequent basis.

The founding has transformed the initially informal networks con-
necting a collection of Irish immigrants into a local community, thereby 
accomplishing both social integration and an articulation of cultural 
difference. Social integration has happened within the organization 
because of its German members. The continuous enactment of Irish 
cultural events created liminal spaces in which cultural difference can 
be expressed. The above discussed life narratives also reveal how the 
Irish-German circle of friends evolved as a result of migratory move-
ments within the Irish diaspora. Munich was not the first destination of 
many Irish immigrants after leaving Ireland. Before one of the founding 
members of the Irish-German circle of friends arrived in the Bavarian 
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metropolis in 1975, he had spent some time in London and in New York. 
In the USA, he held a tourist visa and was employed as a free-lance 
journalist. In this way, he experienced the Irish scene in New York from 
closest range. These experiences undoubtedly inspired the founding of 
an Irish-German organization promoting Irish culture in Bavaria. The 
Irish-German organization hosts a large number of cultural events of 
which only a few were described above. These events are a vital part 
of the local Irish scene and the Irish community. They provide occa-
sions for Irish immigrants to regularly meet up, cooperate with each 
other, and share their experiences in Munich. In addition, these cul-
tural events remind Irish migrants of their common origin and make 
them aware of their cultural heritages. The voluntary organization of 
Irish cultural events is the major task of board members leading the 
German-Irish circle of friends.  In doing so, they built the Irish commu-
nity and created social cohesion within its inner circles of engaged Irish 
immigrants. The founding of the Irish-German circle of friends marked 
the commencement of a new phase in the development of the Irish 
diaspora community in Munich. The next phase began about 20 years 
later when a new member of the local community elicited a new idea. 
This time it was the implementation of social media in community life, 
which began to take shape in 2007.  

Building the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network 

As described in the previous section, the founding of the Irish-
German circle of friends prompted the transformation of the loosely 
connected Irish immigrants in Munich to become a well-connected 
community generating a vibrant Irish cultural scene in the city. The 
third phase of the development of the Irish community in Munich be-
gan in the late 2000s. This community progressed to a further level 
because the social networks that had kept the community together 
underwent significant change. This second major transformation pro-
cess is examined here in depth. In the late 2000s, a group on the social 
networking site Facebook was created and increasingly used by Irish 
immigrants in Munich. This implementation of the Munich Irish Network 
Facebook group considerably restructured the existing networks of 
Irish immigrants. The founding of the Irish-German circle of friends ini-
tiated the creation of the present-day Irish community and generated 
vital networks of mutual support. Nested in a social organization, the 
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social relationships between engaged members were formalized and 
cooperation among them professionalized. The subsequent phase of 
the evolution of the local community was, however, characterized by 
a sharp increase in the use of social media to build support networks. 
In this section I describe this change process and discuss its impact 
on community life. The implementation of social media within the Irish 
community in Munich is comprehensively told in the life story of the 
chair of the Munich Irish Network. In her life story she reported on her 
arrival in Munich in 2004 and on the creation of an online platform that 
was designed to connect Irish people, both in Munich and across the 
world. After her arrival in Munich, she soon became involved in the lo-
cal Irish community. Since she holds a Master’s degree in Information 
Technology, she was excited about the idea of establishing a digital 
communication platform for Irish immigrants living in Munich. Such 
new ways of communication could enable Irish immigrants in Munich 
to stay in touch with friends and family back in Ireland or elsewhere in 
the world. 

An analysis of the Munich Irish case with regard to the use of social 
media provides insights into current diasporic connections since the 
Irish community in Munich produces substantial evidence for a new, 
digital way of social bridging. As Williams and Durrance (2008) point 
out, the rapid development of new social media has not only changed 
everyday life of their users but the ways communities are created. The 
two information scientists study social bridging with regard to the es-
tablishing of weak ties (Granovetter, 1973). Drawing on a study about 
information and communication technologies (Kavanaugh, Reese, 
Carroll & Rosson, 2003), they characterize social bridging as the crea-
tion of weak ties. The main attributes of this kind of social relationship 
are thin trust, impersonality, quick access to information, and increased 
reach (Durrrance & Williams, 2008). Social bridging can be considered 
as a specific type of social capital as it enables individuals to build net-
works of support and to gain access to resources. By definition, social 
bridging connects people to social worlds and resources beyond the 
circles of their community (Fernandez & Nichols 2002). This way of 
creating social ties links the Irish immigrants in Munich to individuals 
outside their networks. The story of the Munich Irish provides clear and 
invaluable insights into bridging as a way of creating social ties between 
the various sites of the Irish diaspora. For that reason, this type of so-
cial ties is explored in great detail. This form of transnational bridg-
ing has not been widely researched but is often considered as a main 
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building block of present-day diasporas (Sheffer, 2003). Transnational 
ties connect the local sites of the Irish community in Munich to Ireland 
or further sites of the Irish diaspora. A border-crossing circulation of 
people, cultural meanings, and supportive information can be observed 
between these different social spaces.

The Facebook group of the Munich Irish Network is a striking ex-
ample of how social media have been used in the local Irish community. 
Over the last seven years, the Irish community in Munich has profes-
sionalized their internal and external information flows. The Facebook 
group has been designed to facilitate the communication not only 
within the local Irish community but also with other Irish people living 
elsewhere. The company overview posted on the Facebook page deline-
ates the main purpose of the network:

Munich Irish Network is a communications forum for the Irish in 
Munich with particular emphasis on people arriving to settle in Munich 
or considering the move. Our aim is to have a forum with the essen-
tial information on many aspects of life in Munich. Additionally linking 
people to other organizations here in Munich that provide cultural and 
sporting events in and around the city. As well as helping new arrivals, 
members can participate in a variety of social events organized by MIN 
or its members (MIN 2012).

The platform offers support for new arrivals and connects them 
with the local Irish community. In doing so, it creates weak ties be-
tween the local Irish community in Munich and Ireland. Furthermore, 
it provides potential new arrivals with easy access to crucial informa-
tion about how to settle in Munich. For instance, the Facebook group 
can be very useful for new arrivals seeking accommodation. This digital 
network aims to provide new arrivals with the information needed for 
overcoming the initial language barrier. The information which is pro-
vided online is based on the experiences of earlier Irish immigrant gen-
erations from as far back as the 1970s. In other words, the Munich Irish 
Network transfers the locally gained experiences and knowledge to fur-
ther incoming immigrants. Additionally, the organizers of the network 
host a variety of events which can be used to locally create new con-
tacts. The online services offered by the Munich Irish Network facilitate 
the decision-making process of potential immigrants since it enables 
them to assess the possible destination with regards to existing local 
Irish networks, job opportunities, and accommodation costs.
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The Facebook group of the Munich Irish Network generates digital 
transnational spaces in which information can be exchanged beyond 
national borders. Even though this digital network primarily addresses 
Irish people, the information can be used by further English-speaking 
new arrivals as it is available for free online. The discussion forum is 
accessible to everyone who has opened a Facebook account. Every 
Facebook user can access the group and post their thoughts. The vari-
ous posts on this forum include announcements of training sessions or 
matches of the local GAA teams, information about local concerts, pho-
tographs of the St. Patrick’s Day Parade, links to newspaper articles, 
and chit-chat about local and private matters. The following extract 
indicates how the publicly accessible Facebook group provides support 
for new arrivals:

Figure. 2.
Interface of the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network.

Source: http://en-gb.facebook.com/pages/Munich Irish -Network. [Accessed 12/12/12].

This piece of evidence illustrates how swift advice can be given due 
to the use of social media. The entries also reveal that the Munich Irish 
Network holds an impersonal account on Facebook and how it effec-
tively distributes information on initial accommodation. The Facebook 
platform Munich Irish Network was designed to bridge between the lo-
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cal community and new arrivals. In this way, newcomers can benefit 
from the experiences, knowledge, and assets of former generations of 
local Irish immigrants. In addition to the digital bridging, the network 
organizes regular meetings connecting its members at local level. As 
a lawyer offers his expertise to the Irish community, the network can 
also help new arrivals better understand local work contracts and how 
to cancel them if necessary. Often the first contact newcomers made 
with other Irish immigrants was via the Facebook group. The chair of 
the Munich Irish Network expressed hope that the network enhances 
the sense of community among Irish immigrants in Munich:

Our idea is to provide a platform of communication... Now I would 
like to bring back that sense of community... We’ve got like over 2000 
people now on the website. The original... when we first started it, was 
that people said: No, I’m living in Munich. I don’t want to know anything 
about the Irish community. I see no value in that. I’m happy; leave me 
alone. I am in my community which is now German. Over time, we see 
that there is something, that’s... if there is an attraction to people, to an 
event, people will come. The other night, not everyone within the three 
thousand people in Munich or Bavaria who’s Irish would want to come. 
They are not interested. But they may be interested in carol singing 
which we are going to do on the 12th of December and this is a tradi-
tion, let’s say, of a lot of street music in Ireland. For a Christmas time 
you collect for others in a charity and have a little bit of fun for an hour... 
You can sing Silent Night or Christmas or whatever. And the idea is to 
have a campaign for people and people can come and participate at 
free will.

The digital bridging between the local community and new arrivals 
did not evolve before the late 2000s and has restructured the social 
relationships within the Irish community in Munich. Being connected 
online, the members of this community can organize local events 
more effectively than previously. As described in the passage above, 
the network intends to reinforce a sense of togetherness among Irish 
immigrants in Munich. Enhancing the internal and external ways of 
communication increases the level of mutual support within the Irish 
community. The implementation of social media in community life 
has changed the everyday of community members and the ways they 
relate to each other. In this way, the evolution of this community was 
changed. The increased use of social media in community life has cre-
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ated a second way of communication. The face-to-face interactions 
among community members were complemented by digitized ways of 
communications. The support offered to potential new arrivals tran-
scends national borders and can in theory be accessed across the 
world. Through the Facebook group of the Munich Irish Network, people 
can communicate in a virtual transnational space. Although the infor-
mation and advice provided online can only help overcome initial obsta-
cles, it may nonetheless influence the choice of destination for people 
willing to move. The ways transnational ties reunite families and friends 
within diasporas have dramatically changed since the World Wide Web 
began to reshape communication at a global level. The Facebook group 
of the Munich Irish Network exemplifies how information is exchanged 
beyond national borders and how flows between the different sites of 
the Irish diaspora have evolved in recent years. The use of social media 
changes the ways diasporas develop in the post-9/11 era. The global 
connectedness of the Irish diaspora is reinforced by a discourse on a 
global Irish nation and digital media (e.g. Inglis, 2008; Kingsley & White, 
2011). The exploration of the Irish community in Munich brought to 
light that Irish immigrants in Munich have sustained transnational ties 
back to Ireland or other places. Such transnational connections are 
also created in more traditional ways, such as family reunions in Ireland 
and visits of relatives in Munich. The transnational spaces of the Irish 
community have created a system of circulation between Ireland and 
Munich which enabled new flows of information. Diasporic sites can be 
conceived as transnational spaces that are connected to other sites of 
a given diaspora (e.g. Cohen, 2008). The Facebook Group of the Munich 
Irish Network has created a myriad of weak ties between the local com-
munity and Irish people living elsewhere. Within transnational spaces 
a system of circulations and transfers can come to life (Freitag & von 
Oppen, 2010).  Such circulations cross geographical, cultural, or politi-
cal boundaries. Some of the social networks within the Irish commu-
nity in Munich are part of such a system of circulations and transfers 
that connects the local community to the Irish diaspora. The Facebook 
Group of the Munich Irish Network established a set of digital networks 
which enable the flow of information within the global Irish diaspora.  
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Inside the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network

Given the dramatic changes that the social networks of the Irish 
community in Munich underwent after the implementation of the 
Facebook Group in the late 2000s, an assessment of the interactions 
occurring within the new constellation of social networks promises to 
illuminate the Munich Irish case. Whereas the last section addressed 
the implementation process of the new Facebook Group, I will shed 
light on how the platform is used by members of the Irish community 
in Munich in this section. Facebook has changed the everyday life of 
millions of people like no other media corporation. The implementation 
of a Facebook group in the Irish community in Munich created a new 
social space in which people primarily interact in digital ways. This new 
sphere became very influential within contemporary societies and has 
increasingly reshaped private and business life. The Irish community 
in Munich is comprised of both face-to-face contacts and digital ties. 
The Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network is a substantial part of 
the Irish community in Munich. However, not all members of the local 
community are dedicated Facebook users and various subsets of the 
Irish community in Munich spread their information in different ways. 
For example, an Irish Folk Club has its own website and a local Irish lit-
erature club announces its events through a mailing list. The American 
sociologist John Bruhn (2011) makes a clear-cut distinction between 
social entities in cyberspace. There are different types of digital entities 
which enable individuals to communicate, such as online forums, blogs, 
or discussion groups. The American author, Howard Rheingold, sug-
gests a typology of different social entities bringing together individu-
als in the web. According to Rheingold (1994; as cited in Bruhn 2011), 
virtual communities can be defined as cultural aggregations which of-
ten emerge when people encounter each other in the digital space. The 
members of a virtual community meet online or even offline and ex-
change ideas through the mediation of computers. Subsequently, the 
terminology was refined and the term virtual community was replaced 
by the concept online community, which is more commonly used in 
recent years. One can primarily differentiate between online groups, 
online networks, and online communities. Online groups are character-
ized by clear boundaries, a formal membership agreement between its 
members, and an at least narrowly defined purpose. An online group is a 
specific type of network that connects a group of interest. For instance, 
a nationwide cyclist club can have a website which enables its mem-
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bers to share information about bikes and photographs of new models. 
However, it is very unlikely that all subscribed users will meet each other 
in person. Social interactions only occur in the digital and are reduced 
to the exchange of specific information about bikes. Such a group will 
never become a community with regular face-to-face interactions and 
mutual support. Online networks are the major components of online 
groups and online communities. Networks consist of social relation-
ships and connections and can cross boundaries. They can vary in size, 
complexity, and density. In contrast, social communities are defined by 
strong relationships within networks. The core members of an online 
community have strong ties to each other and search companionship 
in communal life. Intimate information often flows through such tight-
knit networks. By supporting each other, they can manage to satisfy 
their needs. Online communities can either be initiated online and fos-
ter social contact, friendship and support in the real world or they can 
be created by persons who met in the real world but want to maintained 
or enhance their social relationship in a digital space. 

The members of Irish community in Munich use the Facebook 
Group for different reasons and in different ways. Based on fieldwork 
online, I explored how a social space was created within the Facebook 
Group. I delivered a thick description of my fieldwork experience of 
Facebook and the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network in par-
ticular. The following narrative will discuss a series of posts on this on-
line platform including the threads following the posting of the initial 
information. The following examples of posts on the platform illustrate 
how information flows are generated and how people connect through 
the Facebook group. The first piece of evidence that I explore in depth 
is a post published by the chair of the Facebook group of the Munich 
Irish Network. The text posted on the thread of this Facebook group 
can be accessed by anyone who found the group after a search in the 
top bar of their Facebook interface. However, Facebook users who are 
members of this particular group can also read the postings made in 
this group on their own wall. The chair posted that a request made by 
a German family who were awaiting the birth of their first child and 
sought to employ an au pair from Ireland. The following images show 
the entire post:



206

Figure 3. 
Posts on the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network.

Source: http://en-gb.facebook.com/pages/Munich Irish -Network. [Accessed 30/05/14].

This post is a great example of how crucial information for po-
tential new arrivals can be spread across national borders. Young Irish 
ladies who have joined the Facebook Group promoted by the Munich 
Irish Network were given an opportunity to access information on the 
local labor market in Munich. This post was most-likely produced for 
job-seeking Irish immigrants who live already in Munich or could be 
even a reason to move to the Bavarian capital. Sharing job-related in-
formation on the online network is a pattern that occurs fairly regularly. 
The Facebook Group is a tool that enables numerous people to remain 
connected in a large city by sharing instant messages. In this way, the 
Facebook group generates a digital network that is interconnected with 
various subnetworks of the Irish community in Munich. The next post 
illustrates how such local ties evolved.  

          The Munich Irish Business Network is a further organiza-
tion that intends to increase the economic opportunities of Irish im-
migrants in Munich. In doing so, it is connected to other subnetworks of 
the local Irish community in Munich. The Irish business network, which 
operates across Germany, has a strong local network in and around 
Munich and often arranges networking events in the Bavarian capi-
tal. For instance, the Business Network met the Irish ambassador to 
Germany Dan Mulhall during the St. Patrick’s Day Festival in 2011. In 
order to reach out the Business network posts some messages on the 
Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network:
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Figure 4. 
Posts on the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network.

Source: http://en-gb.facebook.com/pages/Munich Irish -Network. [Accessed 30/05/14].

Using the Facebook Group, the organizers of business networking 
events can reinforce the cohesion of its network and include new arriv-
als in their circles. In this way, the skills and expertise brought by new 
arrivals can be integrated into business projects of the network. The 
posting that is shown above advertises for a local event. The Business 
network invites locals for dinner to discuss investment opportunities on 
the local and national markets. By and large, the Munich Irish Business 
benefits from the digital engagement of the Munich Irish Network to 
connect with Irish immigrants willing to open up a business in Germany.

Apart from the services for new arrivals, the Facebook Group of the 
Munich Irish Network intends to bring local Irish immigrants together. 
Therefore, it posts various messages that inform about Irish sporting 
or cultural events in Munich. A first example of such announcement is 
the following post:
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Figure 5. 
Posts on the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network.

Source: http://en-gb.facebook.com/pages/Munich Irish -Network. [Accessed 30/05/14].

The picture shown in the Facebook Group refers to a training 
session of the local GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association). The chair of 
the Munich Irish Network was seemingly hoping to reach Irish immi-
grants who might be interested to join the local sport club through 
the Facebook group. This post is another example of how the use of 
social media enhances the information flows within the Irish commu-
nity. Without spreading the word on the Facebook group, the sport club 
could only reach potential new members through existing members or 
their friends. The Facebook Group multiplies the number of recipients 
of the messages diffused by the board of the sport club. 

In addition to the posts about Irish sports, the Facebook Group 
advertises regularly for Irish cultural events taking place in and around 
Munich. The next screenshot displays two post that invite users of the 
Facebook Group to a summer fest and a dancing session:
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Figure 6. 
Posts on the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish Network.

Source: http://en-gb.facebook.com/pages/Munich Irish -Network. [Accessed 30/05/14].

Both posts exemplify how the Irish community in Munich creates 
social spaces in which the culture of their country of origin can be fos-
tered. In order to reach a high number of possible guests, invites to 
events that take place in the real world are reinforced online. The cul-
tural events which often include the performance of Irish music and 
dancing are an integral part of the identity development of Irish immi-
grants who became long-term members of the Irish community. These 
events enable them to reinvent their Irish heritages in the new receiv-
ing country and to conserve parts of their Irish identity. The Facebook 
Group strengthens the social cohesion of the local Irish community and 
connects Irish immigrants in Munich with a high level of digital literacy 
to local events organized by other Irish immigrants.    

The various intertwined uses of the Facebook Group indicate how 
much the implementation of social media has reshaped the social net-
works of the Irish community in Munich. Furthermore, the analysis of 
the data collected during the field trips to Munich could reveal to what 
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extent ICT literacy affects community development in the context of 
the Irish diaspora. Based on an extensive examination of 20 interview 
transcripts, demographic information collected after the interviews 
and observation records, clusters of evidence could be identified and 
categories for statements about the Munich Irish case could be devel-
oped. A pattern that constantly appeared in the data set concerned the 
high digital literacy of various members of the Irish diaspora communi-
ty in Munich. It quickly turned out that the digital literacy of these com-
munity members enabled them to gain access to information and local 
networks. After extensive analysis of the data set with regard to digi-
tal literacy, a relationship between data patterns could be established. 
Based on the evidence studied, I suggest that a causal relationship be-
tween digital literacy and access to resources exists. In other words, 
the members of the local Irish community in Munich who had acquired 
a high level of digital literacy appear to have more access to resources 
than their fellow members whose familiarity with digital matters was 
merely basic. In the context of the Munich Irish case, it can thus be 
argued that digital literacy leads to greater access to resources. The 
following table indicates why this claim was made: 

Tabel 1. 
Interview table with demographic data.

Interviewee Age group Profession Online activity 

Memberships 
in local 

organizations 
run by  Irish 
Immigrants 

IM1 30-39 Lecturer not indicated not indicated

IM2 40-49 Language 
Teacher high 2

IM3 50-64 Entrepreneur medium 3

IM4 65-74
Pensioner 
(previously 
Secretary)

not indicated not indicated

IM5 40-49 Solicitor high 1
IM6 65-74 Priest medium 2
IM7 18-29 Bartender high 3
IM8 50-64 Sales Person low 1
IM9 18-29 Dance Instructor high 3

IM10 50-64 Writer medium not indicated
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IM11 50-64 Musician medium 1
IM12 40-49 Architect high 3
IM13 40-49 Interpreter high 2
IM14 30-39 Clerk low 2
IM15 18-29 Entrepreneur medium 3
IM16 30-39 Postman low 1

IM17 18-29 Software 
Developer high 3

IM18 18-29 Software 
Developer high 3

IM19 30-39 Bartender medium 1
IM20 18-29 IT Consultant high 2

In many quantitative studies digital literacy is measured with 
questionnaires testing knowledge of Information and Communication 
Technologies. However, the life story interviewing and the participant 
observation conducted on the Facebook Group of the Munich Irish 
Network produced significant evidence for online activity among mem-
bers of the Irish community in Munich, which equally testifies to their 
familiarity with the new technology. Examples of online activity are 
statements about the personal use of social media or online traces, 
such as comments on threads and endorsing content with the like-
button. It is assumed that a high online activity requires a high degree 
of digital literacy. 

 Based on substantial pieces of evidence, a correlation be-
tween a high level of digital literacy and access to resources was identi-
fied. Such access is mainly provided in networks of mutual support. The 
Irish community in Munich is comprised of various networks of mutual 
support. Active members who are connected to various local networks 
of Irish immigrants have access to the resources shared within these 
networks. The table above also indicates that young members of the 
Munich Irish community are more likely to have acquired a high level of 
digital literacy. In addition, some members seem to have learned how to 
use social media effectively at their workplace since some professions, 
such as architects, show a higher level of digital literacy. The American 
social scientist Joseph Maxwell (2004) argues that causality can be 
identified in particular cases and emphasizes that interpretation of 
contextualized meaning can illuminate causal processes. Qualitative 
investigation can thus identify important driving forces of social pro-
cesses, which can be underpinned by quantitative inquiries. This case 
study about the Irish community in Munich contributes to the ongoing 
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debates about community development and makes a case for increas-
ing digital literacy among dwellers to provide them with more access to 
resources and local community life.    

Discussion 

The main outcomes of the exploration of the use of social media 
among Irish immigrants in Munich have consequences for the develop-
ment of communities in the early 21st century. In this paper I suggest 
that there is a relationship between high levels of digital literacy and ac-
cess to resources within the social networks of the Irish community in 
Munich. The results of the Munich Irish case can inform debates about 
community development in the increasingly mobile and interconnected 
world society of the early 21st century. Irish immigrants in Munich are 
a great example to show how social media enable both the connecting 
of people across long distances and the reinforcement of local ties in a 
large city. Despite tragic abuses of the social networking site Facebook, 
such as cyberbullying prompting in some cases juvenile suicide, this 
paper makes a case for possible ways of using Facebook or other social 
media for the greater benefit of a local collective. The evidence dis-
cussed in this paper indicates the potential a non-commercial use of 
social media can have for community life and the well-being of com-
munity members. In this particular case, various Irish immigrants used 
social media to reinforce the social cohesion of an already strong com-
munity and managed to include new arrivals more effectively into com-
munity life than previously. Nonetheless, the results of this case study 
should not be decontextualized and overgeneralized. As described in 
the previous sections, the community development of the Irish com-
munity in Munich is a long-term process and is steered by many so-
cial forces. Social media happen to be only one of these forces. The 
relationship that is suggested in this paper could thus be explored in 
further local contexts in order to gain more insights into the phenom-
enon of social media use. Such endeavours would make cross-case 
comparisons possible. I further recommend that quantitative inquiries 
explore the use of social media in local communities more intensively 
so that further driving forces for community development in contem-
porary societies can be identified.  Whereas the commercial purposes 
of Facebook have been addressed in various studies, the exploration 
of the use of social media to enhance local networks of support is still 
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in an early stage. Quantitative and qualitative research agenda should, 
therefore, join forces in order to capture the social changes that con-
temporary societies undergo in the wake of their digitalization.           
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ArgumentAtion without Arguments ProPer*

G á b o r F o r r a i
Budapest University of Technology and Economics

the purpose of the paper is to draw atten-
tion to a kind of rational persuasion which 
has received little attention in argument 
studies even though its existence is ac-
knowledged in other fields. 
i start with a brief analysis of the debates 
conducted in the comments on a philo-
sophical blog. the posts are addressed to 
a non-academic audience, always end with 
a problem, and the reader is invited to offer 
a solution. in the comments we hardly ever 
find arguments in the usual sense, i.e. in the 
sense that an argument consists of a set of 
premises providing justification for a con-
clusion. it is not that the arguments are laid 
out carelessly and require a good deal of re-
construction: typically, there is no argument 
to reconstruct. the author simply states his 
view, then goes on to sketch a larger picture 
of which his view is a part. in the responses 
to the comments we find the same: iden-
tification of the point of disagreement, no 
argument, elaboration of the preferred 
view in some detail. one might say that 
this is just a failure of rational discussion; 
in pragmadialectical terms, the discussion 

gets stuck in the opening stage. But there is 
another way of looking at the matter. since 
the participants do not have sufficiently rich 
common background knowledge to take 
premises from, they cannot offer argu-
ments proper and must resort to a different 
sort of rational persuasion. they try to show 
that their view can be extended into a larger, 
coherent picture. this makes good sense 
from an epistemological point of view. if a 
view is false, in trying to work out its details 
we sooner or later run into problems, so al-
lowing coherent elaboration provides some 
degree of justification. one might say that 
the participants argue in the broad sense 
of trying to persuade by rational means, but 
they do that without adducing arguments 
proper. the claim that there is a way of ra-
tional persuasion which does not proceed 
by arguments proper can be further sub-
stantiated by noting that there are debates 
whose status as rational discussion, as 
opposed to the comments on the philo-
sophical blog, is not controversial. i finish by 
listing some questions this kind of rational 
persuasion may raise for argument studies.

keywords: argument, rational discussion, persuasive elaboration

*The research leading to this paper was supported by the Hungarian Scientific 
Research Fund grant. no. 109456. The comments cited have been translated by 
Orsolya Reich.
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1. The blog and the comments

I have a philosophical blog intended for a non-academic reader-
ship entitled “So what do you think?” (http://namitgondolsz.blog.hu/). 
The posts in the blog have a standard format. They present a philosoph-
ical problem in a simplified form, so that it can be understood without 
any background in philosophy. No high-brow philosophical terminology 
is used, and the examples are taken either from familiar everyday situ-
ations or from extreme situations which, however, are easy to com-
prehend. The posts are short, never exceeding 500 words. They always 
lead up to a puzzling question which is left for the reader to answer. For 
instance, we often have an apparently cogent argument leading to a 
horrendous conclusion; the reader is invited to find fault with the argu-
ment or show that the conclusion, after all, is not that horrendous.

Most comments on the posts receive no response, but sometimes 
they lead to debates. The debates always involve two people only, each ex-
plicitly addressing the other. The debates do not continue for long, few of 
them last as long as five or six rounds, i.e. 10-12 contributions. The com-
ments typically fall into the 100-250 word range, but some are shorter. 

When a participant first responds to the post itself, he typically 
gives an argument. However, when the participants comment on each 
other something interesting happens, and this is what I shall be dis-
cussing: instead of proper arguments we get passages which might be 
taken as arguments, but do not have to be. Let me first make clear that 
by argument proper I mean what is normally called argument in infor-
mal logic and argumentation theory, e.g. “a set of claims in which one 
or more of them – the premises – are put forward so as to offer reasons 
for another claim, the conclusion” (Govier, 2009, 1). Looking at the sets 
of claims we find in the comments, it is dubious whether they are to be 
construed as reasons for a claim or serving some other function. They 
are, as it were, borderline cases of arguments.

Here are some examples. The first issue is whether we enjoy free-
dom of will.

liberum arbitrium: Are human beings rational? Is there free will or 
does our brain simply run an incomprehensibly complex software? The 
explanation according to which we make our decisions unconsciously 
and the brain produces a self-justification only after that is spread-
ing. All in all, therefore, we have the illusion that we made   the decision, 
and we can also explain why we decided the way we did, but in fact the 
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decision was made even before the self-justification. In addition, brain 
scientists have instrumental evidence for this fact.

Henry Chinaski: If there is no free will, then we are just prison-
ers of the illusion of free will. Very interesting inferences follow from 
this claim. Love, morality, responsibility, ethics, sin, and countless other 
concepts become meaningless. Ultimately, the meaning of life is called 
into question.

liberum arbitrium: Life has no objective meaning, but because this 
idea would be unbearable, our mind creates subjective meanings. If the 
meaning of life were called into question, we would not want to live it 
through, and we would not fulfill our biological predestination. Thus, the 
mind creates goals that we can believe to be the meaning of our lives. 
We can enhance our personality and culture throughout our lives that 
we will give to our descendants. 

Life makes no sense objectively speaking, but one can find a sub-
jective meaning in it. 

Liberum arbitrium begins with a proper argument. Rational delib-
eration is an illusion; we have scientific evidence to show that reasons 
are produced only after the decisions have been made. He obviously as-
sumes that rational deliberation and free will are intimately connected; 
one cannot have one without the other.

Henry Chinaski’s1 answer is ambiguous. It may be taken as a coun-
terargument running as follows. Liberum arbitrium’s claim implies that 
morality, etc. does not make sense and life is without meaning. But mo-
rality etc. makes sense and life is not meaningless either, so the free-
dom of will is not an illusion. Henry Chinaski does not actually state that 
morality etc. makes sense and life is meaningful. He may be taken to be 
committed to these claims, since we normally take it for granted that 
life is meaningful, but he does not have to understand it in this way.2 

1 This is the name of the literary alter ego of Charles Bukowski in some of his 
novels.
2 His next response is as it follows: Is culture then the set of the things by which 
we divert our attention from the fact that life has no meaning? Has our life only 
got biological meaning like a bacterium? How disappointing!
Disappointing does not mean untenable, so he might be simply contemplating 
these deeply disturbing consequences without rejecting hem.
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So he may only be expounding the implications of liberum arbitrium’s 
claim without using these implications to undermine it.

Liberum arbitrium’s response is equally ambiguous. It may be read 
as a response to Henry Chinaski’s objection employing a dissociative 
argument scheme (Perelman & Obrechts-Tyteca, 2009), in which case 
it goes like this. We should distinguish between subjective and objec-
tive meaning. As for subjective meaning, the opponent is right: our life 
is subjectively meaningful. What the denial of free will implies, how-
ever, is the lack of objective meaning, and our life is, indeed, objectively 
meaningless; hence, the claim does not entail anything false. Notice 
that he does not state how the distinction between subjective and ob-
jective meaning defuses the objection; moreover, he does not indicate 
that he is answering an objection. Therefore, he might be taken as do-
ing something else: accommodating the consequences his partner has 
pointed out. The challenge he may be responding to is not to defend 
his claim but to add further details, i.e. to develop a more complex pic-
ture. If someone denies that life has meaning, he must come to terms 
with the fact that most of us find life meaningful. A failure to meet the 
challenge would show that his position is badly incomplete; it is not 
complex enough to sustain.

Now let us consider another exchange which is concerned with 
the trolley-problem (Foot, 1967). The problem is whether it is morally 
permissible to perform an action which results in the survival of five 
people who would otherwise die and in the death one person who would 
otherwise survive in two slightly different situations. In both situations 
we have a runaway trolley hurtling down the track towards five people. 
In the first situation you have the choice of pulling a lever, and thereby 
diverting the trolley on another track where it would hit and kill only one 
person. In the second situation you have the choice of stopping the 
trolley by pushing a fat man from a footbridge right in front of it. Most 
people believe that it is permissible to perform the action in the first 
situation but not in the second. So here is the exchange:

Hellsangel: I think this example shows that human beings are gen-
erally quite irrational. Obviously, the two situations are logically equiva-
lent, yet most people are not capable of making the same decision in 
both cases. Their behavior is falling apart along various explanations, and 
they cannot even consistently stick to the decision they deemed correct. 
E.g., they think that in the first case they would pull the lever, but they 
would remain passive, they would stay on the easy way of the weaklings. 
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Those who are capable of pulling the lever in the first case are 
good people. Those who can be active in both cases, well, they will be 
the successful traders on the stock exchange, generals, CEOs, simply 
because they know how to master the irrational part of their soul.

FMR: “Those who are capable of pulling the lever in the first case 
are good people. Those who can be active in both cases, well, they will 
be the successful traders on the stock exchange, generals, CEOs, sim-
ply because they know how to master the irrational part of their soul.”

You have a distorted, prejudiced way of thinking. Those who pull 
the lever in the first case may have good intentions, but possibly may 
cause a bigger catastrophe e.g., because the train goes off the rails, 
and more people die because of it. Concerning the successful trad-
ers, generals, and CEOs: these trades, professions were never regarded 
synonyms for the concept of the virtuous, ethical, good person, even 
if it was suggested – falsely – by the Zeitgeist. The traders, generals, 
and CEOs are mostly narcissistic, megalomaniac, restless people who 
try to alleviate their inner disharmony mostly at the expense of their 
environment, with tragic consequences (financially undermining oth-
ers, bankrupting businesses, bloody death of hundreds of thousands). 
They could not master the irrational part of their soul, but rather gave 
it a green light.

Hellsangel: “Those who pull the lever in the first case may have 
good intentions but possibly may cause a bigger catastrophe.”

Rational decision does not mean that you always make the correct 
decision, but that you make the best decision under the circumstances, 
based on the available information. 

Because it might be the case that you say now that from your point 
of view it does not matter whether “one person or five,” for you are only 
you, but what if it is a battle and it is important how big the casualties 
are? If your money is at stake and it does matter that you lose five 
times as much? This is why those being in high positions must be ca-
pable of making those decisions, often in a split second.

The others, the kibitzers, can lament sitting in the pub saying that 
the others are immoral, rotten, narcissistic fuckers. But the thing is 
that they have a skill the majority of people do not.

Hellsangel advocates an unabashedly utilitarian view. Since the 
consequences are the same, we should perform the action in both situ-
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ations. Those who would act only in the first one are irrational. Moreover, 
it is worth being rational because rationality breeds success.

FMR’s response comes in two parts. He grants that pulling the le-
ver in the first case would testify to good intentions but claims that it 
would still be wrong,3 because it could have disastrous consequences. 
This is certainly an argument.

In the second part he takes issue with Hellsangel’s praise of those 
who are willing to intervene in the second situations as well. Successful 
they may be, but they are deeply unethical, suffer from all sorts of de-
fects of character, and the willingness to extol their abilities is just cur-
rently fashionable nonsense. The ability to make “rational decisions” 
and the professions requiring this ability deserve contempt, not praise. 
This is no argument but laying out an alternative view.

Hellsangel first responds to FMR’s argument: rational decision 
may not produce the best outcome in the given situation, since our 
knowledge is limited; it yields the best results only statistically. This 
may be construed as an argument: Hellsangel takes FMR to be saying 
that an action which may have disastrous effects is not rational, and 
denies an implicit premise FMR relies on, a premise asserting the close 
connection between rational decision and good results.4 But the same 
move does not have to be taken a fully-fledged argument. We may 
understand it in Toulminian terms in this way. FMR’s point may func-
tion as a rebuttal and the response as a qualifier (Toulmin, 2003). FMR 
would then be saying there are exceptions to the rule that rational de-
cision leads to the best outcome, and in response Hellsangel qualifies 
his claim: rational decision leads to the best outcome in the long run, 
where “in the long run” serves as a qualifier. Alternatively, this might not 
even be an argument: it might simply be an explanation of what rational 
decision involves.

In the second part of his response, starting from “Because it 
might,” Hellsangel goes on to make plain that there are situations in 
which being able to make rational decisions fast does matter. There 

3 FMR makes that clear earlier: “In both case I vote for passivity, i.e. non-
interference. In other words: for fatalism.”
4 If it is not the rational character of decisions with potentially disastrous 
consequences, which FMR challenges, but their moral value, then one cannot 
respond by saying that these are still rational. This is why Hellsangel cannot 
be taken to understand FMR to be arguing that decisions with potentially 
disastrous consequences are morally wrong.
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are people, he says, who keep wailing and trashing those with this abil-
ity, calling them unethical and narcissistic – he repeats the terms FMR 
uses, implying that FMR is one of those –, but the fact is simply that 
they do not have what it takes. Now this is no argument, it is more like 
an explanation of the perspective which leads him to judge about the 
two situations in the way he does. 

We witness in these exchanges the following pattern: when a 
commentator disagrees with an opinion, or has doubts about it, s/he 
does not respond with what can be clearly identified as an argument. 
Sometimes s/he responds by laying out, or elaborating on, an alterna-
tive view, or with a set of claims which is ambiguous between an argu-
ment and an exposition of an alternative view. This is not exactly what 
we learned to expect in rational discussion. We would expect one of two 
kinds of responses. First, an objection, which has roughly this form: you 
think this, but this is wrong because… and then comes the argument. 
Second, an alternative view supported by the argument: you think this, 
but truth is that, because… and here comes the argument. These two 
patterns are relatively rare in the exchanges. How can we make sense 
of this? 

2. A failure of rational discussion?

We might be tempted to answer that what goes on in the com-
ments is not rational discussion at all, or a low quality rational discus-
sion at best. Before looking at the merits of this kind of answer, I have 
to enter a caveat: we must bear in mind that real world exchanges are 
not easy to classify. The categories we use for classification are ideal 
types, and reality rarely meets idealization. Real exchanges often have 
features associated with more than one ideal type, e.g. a heated debate 
has both elements characteristic of quarrels and elements character-
istic of rational discussion. Even if an exchange matches one ideal type 
far better than any others, it never quite comes up to the ideal, because 
the participants make moves alien to the sort of exchange.

Granted all this, one might say that the comments are not in the 
business of rational discussion, but in the business of voicing opinions 
(which is indeed characteristic of the majority of blogs). If one writes a 
comment only to mouth his opinion, he can do that without arguing. Is 
this the best way to understand the pattern we noticed?
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We should first notice that the starting point of the debate is nearly 
always an argued opinion, not just an opinion.5 Accordingly, if someone 
does not share the opinion, he has an argument to contend with, and a 
proper response to an argument gets one involved in rational discus-
sion. If rational discussion fails, it fails because the participants do not 
answer properly. Is this indeed the case?

It is not. First, the participants respond to each other’s concerns: 
what they say is relevant for the truth of the claims advanced. Even if 
the responses are not arguments, they are not very far. Second, rational 
discussion does not have to start with arguments right away. According 
to the pragma-dialectical account (Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004) of 
the dramaturgy of rational discussion – the best developed account 
available – the parties must first complete the opening stage, i.e. to 
clarify their commitments and agree on the rules of the discussion. So 
what the disputants are doing in these exchanges is, indeed, what they 
should be doing in the early stages of a rational discussion.

This idea, however, immediately gives rise to another explana-
tion of why we have here a failure a rational discussion. The problem is 
perhaps the discussion somehow gets stuck in the opening stage. The 
parties just keep elaborating on their commitments, making note of 
what they accept and reject from the other participant’s commitments 
but never quite advance to the argumentative stage.6 Sometimes they 
venture into that stage, but then immediately pull back.7 Insofar as the 

5 It follows from the character of the posts that it should be so. The posts end 
with an open question the correct answer to which cannot be recognized at 
first sight, because there is no well-defined criterion of correctness, as op-
posed to e.g. chess puzzles. A simple answer, therefore, will not do. Moreover, 
what the answer is supplemented with must have the force of argument, rather 
than a mere explanation. An explanation would be appropriate if the reader ac-
cepted that the answer is right but would not understand why. But the writer 
of the comment has no reason believe that the readers will accept his answer.
6  This is not the same point Krabbe (2007) warns about. Krabbe is worried 
about a theoretical issue, namely that the opening stage is characterized in a 
way that it practically takes over the job of the argumentative stage. I assume 
here that this problem has been solved.
7 Of course, the opening and the argumentative stages are stages in the logical 
and not the temporal order; they are defined as consecutive stages only in the 
ideal model of how we should go about resolving our disagreements in rational 
fashion. In real world exchanges the participants rarely know in advance which 
of their commitments matter for the resolution of the dispute, so they cannot 
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debate gets stuck in the opening stage, it violates the norm of the ideal 
procedure and to that extent it counts as a failure.

There are things to be said in favor of this explanation. The ques-
tions raised in the posts have many ramifications; there are lots of po-
sitions to occupy and lots of arguments to adduce. The issues are also 
controversial, and the participants are aware of this, so they cannot 
assume that they agree on most points. If they want to make a serious 
effort to resolve their disagreements it makes good sense to explore 
in detail where they stand. Generally speaking, the more complex and 
controversial the issue is, the more time is needed for stage setting. 
On the other hand, the conditions are not favorable for carrying out the 
agenda. Most participants lack the time and the energy to carry on the 
discussion. One may need to wait long for a response. One may enter 
too many debates. As a result, the participants lose interest in pursuing 
the debate, which terminates before they would reach the point where 
they could present their arguments.

All this is true, but it does not provide an explanation, because it is psy-
chologically unrealistic that the participants commence the debate with 
the hope of carrying it through but then come to realize that they can’t. 
The limitations of time, energy, and interest are things the participants are 
well aware of. So why should they undertake to chart their agreements and 
disagreements carefully if they know they are going to quit before long? 
Why take the trouble? There must be some other explanation.

3. Developing one’s ideas

The idea considered in the previous section, that these exchanges 
are not fully rational, stems from a particular understanding of their 
purpose. They are viewed as attempts to resolve a disagreement. In 
current argumentation theory it is generally accepted that there is an 
intimate connection between the kind of dialogue which aims at the 
rational resolution of conflict – a persuasion dialogue, as Walton calls it 
(1989)8 – and argument. Arguments, even though they occur in a wide 

put all their cards on the table right at the beginning. As a result, the give and 
take of arguments is often suspended for a while so that the participants can 
clarify the commitments their new arguments involve. 
8 Theorists describe this type of dialogue differently, e.g. the pragma-dialecti-
cians’ critical discussion is not quite the same as Walton’s persuasion dialogue. 
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range of dialogues, are primarily devices of persuasion dialogue, and in 
persuasion dialogues it is mandatory to produce arguments. If the writ-
ers of the comments engage in persuasion dialogue, it is their duty to 
offer arguments proper, and insofar as they fail to do so, they fall short 
of the ideal of rational discussion.

I think, however, that there is another way of looking at the com-
ments. As a first step, consider the first exchange and suppose that 
instead of saying what he actually says, Henry Chinaski says this:

OK, suppose you are right, and free will does not exist. What do you 
think about the meaning of life then?

This is not an objection but a question. It does not actually assert 
that the nonexistence of free will entails a lack of meaning. It certainly 
implies, in the Gricean sense, that there is some connection between 
free will and meaning – otherwise the two sentences would not be con-
nected and Chinaski should indicate that he broaches another topic – 
but the nature of the connection is unclear. What is interesting is that 
if Chinaski said that, liberum arbitrium could reply with the same words 
he actually uses. In this context liberum arbitrium’s response would 
clearly count as an elaboration of his view, and not as a reply to an 
objection.

Now consider the second exchange and imagine FMR saying:

In both cases interference may possibly result in more deaths 
than not doing anything, for instance, if the trolley is full of passen-
gers. Do you accept then that rational decision might have disastrous 
consequences? Moreover, I absolutely disagree with your enthusiasm 
for traders, generals, and managers. People in these lines of works are 
notoriously unethical. They are narcissistic … 

Hellsangel could respond to this exactly as he responds to FMR’s 
actual words. In this case he would not argue. He would explain his con-
cept of rationality and announce his conviction that usefulness is what 
matters, and only losers are concerned with ethics.

The actual words conceived as responses to the fictitious moves 
would respect the logic of the fictitious dialogue. When asked about a 
closely related question, it is appropriate to elaborate on one’s position. 
When asked about the content of a concept, it is appropriate to give an 
explanation. If one’s partner states his opinion, it is perfectly appropriate 

I am interested in the common core of these characterizations.
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to signal disagreement. Moreover, it seems that the whole series of com-
ments could be rewritten in this way. Objections would turn into queries, 
replies into elaborations, arguments into explanations. Put in the terms of 
speech act theory we might say that the propositional content of the utter-
ances would remain the same, but their illocutionary force would change.9 

The possibility of this transformation may give us some idea what 
participants are doing if they are not engaged in persuasion dialogue, 
i.e. their purpose is not to resolve their disagreement. I propose that 
they are best seen as trying to arrive at a plausible account of the mat-
ter at hand. Arriving at a plausible account involves both articulating it 
clearly and gaining new insights, i.e. improving and enriching the initial 
conception. Entering a dialogue with the purpose of arriving at a plau-
sible account is just as reasonable as entering a dialogue with the pur-
pose of resolving a disagreement. A discussion may help us to a better 
view for at least two reasons. First, because we are forced to formulate 
our account more carefully. Second, because others may direct us to 
questions we have not thought about, may challenge us to consider the 
consequences, raise difficulties we have not realized.

I will refer to the project of arriving at a plausible account as de-
veloping one’s account or development, for short. I use this term be-
cause it stands both for articulation, i.e. making clearer and improving, 
i.e. making better. In fact, these two aspects cannot be sharply distin-
guished. A view cannot be sharply separated from its linguistic formu-
lation, so there is no clear-cut boundary between expressing an idea 
better and expressing a slightly different, but better idea. 

I think the exchanges in the comments are best understood as 
falling in between a persuasion dialogue and a development-type di-
alogue. We clearly observe a confrontation of opinions, which is the 
starting point of persuasion dialogue, but which is also often present 
in dialogues aimed at development. We find arguments, but the par-
ticipants often seem to be merely laying out their opinions. Most im-
portantly, instead of arguments proper we mostly observe borderline 
cases. This dual character, that the participants may both be taken as 
arguing and as performing speech acts characteristic of developing 
views, is a mark of the fact that it is not clear what is at stake: to con-
vince or to lay out one’s account in a coherent fashion.

9 The possibility of this transformation is not completely trivial. All propositional 
contents do not suit all illocutionary acts, e.g. certain things can be promised, 
but cannot be ordered.
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4. Development and persuasion

I turn now to theoretical issues. First, I will explore the similarities 
between persuasion dialogue and development, and then I will go on 
to suggest that development should be recognized as a separate and 
independent ideal type of argumentative speech.

The account of the characteristics of the arguments in the com-
ments proposed in the previous section was based on the similarity be-
tween the moves made in a persuasion dialogue and the moves made 
in a dialogue aimed at development. The similarities can be multiplied. 
Failing to address the opponent’s objection in a persuasion dialogue is 
a fault which may suggest that one’s position is indefensible, whereas 
failure to answer a request for explanation in a development dialogue 
may suggest that one has not thought of the issue hard enough and 
his/her view, as it stands, is not acceptable. What explains these simi-
larities is that development aims at a plausible account, which has a 
good chance of getting things right, and a plausible account is one 
which rests on good arguments and can fend off objections, i.e. which 
is likely to prove defensible a persuasion dialogue. 

This last point may sound trivial. After all, if the chances of suc-
cess in a persuasion dialogue were wholly independent of plausibility, 
persuasion dialogue would not be a more prudent way of finding the 
better view than flipping a coin. The point I want to make is deeper than 
this: there are direct connections between plausibility and argumen-
tative defensibility, i.e. the features which determine plausibility – the 
epistemic virtues and vices, as it were – constitute starting points for 
arguments and objections. Many arguments do not merely indicate 
that there are epistemic virtues and vices, they show the virtues and 
vices themselves.10

To make the point more tangible, let us consider what makes an 
account plausible. A plausible account

(1) should be coherent with the views we accept both in (a) the 
negative and (b) the positive sense of coherence,

(2) should be sufficiently rich.11

10 Not all arguments. For example, an appeal to expert opinion shows merely 
that the account is plausible but does not display the features which make it 
plausible.
11 Explaining plausibility by these features is what epistemologists call the 
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et us take these one by one. (1a) The negative sense of coherence 
is that the account should not be inconsistent with anything else we 
believe. If an account contradicts views we accept, those may serve 
as premises for arguments against it. So an account violating (1a) is 
vulnerable to objections.

(1b) expresses the requirement that the account should not be a 
hodge-podge of unrelated ideas and should also be connected to the 
views we had prior to developing the account. The connections which 
create coherence are inferential connections. Let me focus on the in-
ferential connections between the account and the views we had be-
fore starting the development. These inferential connections come in 
two kinds. First, there may be inferences leading from other views we 
accept to the account in question. Second, the account may provide 
explanations for what we already believe to be the facts. Both kinds of 
inferential connection can be, in principle, utilized to argue for the ac-
count. In the case of inferential connections leading from the accepted 
views to the account this is trivial. 

When it comes to explanatory connections, the situation is not 
that simple, since the fact that an account explains certain things can-
not be automatically turned into an argument for it. The explanatory 
character provides basis for an argument only if the account in ques-
tion gives the best explanation; if that is the case, we may give an ab-
ductive argument in its favor, an argument resting on an inference to 
the best explanation. Suppose, however, that the account is not the 
best explanation, because there is an alternative which is better. If that 
is so, the existence of a superior rival may give grounds to an argument 
against the account. Putting the two possibilities together yields the 
following: if the account is expected to be explanatory, then the degree 
of its explanatory success can be either used as an argument for it, or 
as an argument against it. Summarizing (1b), the better an account 
coheres with our prior views, the more resources we have to produce 
arguments to support it and the less resources there are to support 
its rivals.

Turning now to (2), an account is sufficiently rich if it covers the 
ground it should, if it does not leave the important questions unan-
swered. Richness is not merely a practical virtue, it is also a feature 

coherentist view about justification. I do not want to endorse coherentism tout 
court, I only hold it the right view about the aspects of justification which can 
be expressed verbally.
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which contributes to the plausibility of the account, because it shows 
that the coherence is not achieved through steering clear of problems. 
Gary Gutting puts this point nicely:

The mere fact of developing a claim in some detail may serve to 
persuade us of its plausibility. Since more detail is likely to lead to prob-
lems, particularly when ideas are extended beyond their original do-
main, the more thoroughly and extensively a claim is developed with-
out encountering problems, the more likely it is to be correct. (Gutting, 
2009, 77)

The idea is that we may maintain coherence by carefully limiting 
the scope of our account to issues we know it can handle. For instance, 
facing a question we can only answer by relying on assumptions which 
do not dovetail with our account, we may invent a reason why that is 
a special case, and why we do not need to address it.12 But coherence 
achieved by illicit means like this does not testify to the plausibility to 
the account, or, to put it differently, it secures merely the appearance of 
plausibility. Sufficient richness expresses the expectation that no such 
tricks should be employed. What is worth seeing that employing such 
tricks is similar to manipulating the outcome of a debate by setting up 
the agenda in biased fashion, so that one can present the arguments 
in favor his view, but prevent the opponent from making the best case 
for a different position. On the other hand, sufficient richness is similar 
to successful defense of a position in a debate the agenda of which has 
not been manipulated to assure unfair advantage to one of the parties.

Summing it up, a coherent account is one which has many argu-
ments going for it but few against it, and a sufficiently rich account 
is one which can be successfully defended without manipulating the 
agenda of the debate. It is in virtue of these connections between epis-
temic quality and defensibility through arguments that there are struc-
tural similarities between the moves made in a development dialogue 
and a persuasion dialogue. 

Owing to these similarities the two dialogues often imitate one an-
other: one may be engaged in development and behave as s/he were 
engaged in persuasion and the other way round. The first direction is, 
of course, well-known: one often develops an account in a debate with 
virtual opponents, saying things like “someone might object that … 

12 This is roughly what Popper (1959) calls ad hoc hypothesis.
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however…” The reverse direction has not received much attention, but 
it also happens that in a persuasion dialogue one, as it were, switches 
into the development mode. The reason is that one cannot foresee what 
the opponent has in store. If the opponent comes up with an objection 
one did not reckon with, the views one is already committed to may not 
provide sufficient grounds to answer. Suppose the objection relies on 
an inference which is valid in the appropriate sense, so one must chal-
lenge one of the premises. The views one had already been committed 
to before the objection was raised may not provide premises to argue 
for the falsity of the opponent’s premise. One is then forced to search 
for a new claim one can use as a premise. He puts forward a claim that 
seems suitable and waits for the opponent’s response. By putting for-
ward the claim, however, s/he does not automatically commit himself/
herself to it, as it is witnessed by the fact that s/he may not be willing 
to take great pains to defend it as s/he would do if it really mattered. 
S/He is more like experimenting with it. If it appears to work out, i.e. 
if the opponent does not point out that it clashes with his/her prior 
commitments, only then will s/he treat as a genuine commitment. S/
He behaves as s/he were in the business of developing an account even 
though his/her purpose is to defend a position.

Let me change now to the second issue. Starting with the previous 
section I was speaking as if development were an independent type of 
argumentative dialogue, which is different from persuasion dialogue. 
But is there any reason to distinguish this type of dialogue? 

Here is how one may argue that there is not. True as it may well be 
that developing one’s views sometimes involves something like an in-
ternal dialogue, but that is for cognitive science study and not for ar-
gumentation studies. Argumentation studies are only concerned with 
public speech. So, let us consider, therefore, someone developing his/
her views publicly in the form of a monologue. We have then two pos-
sibilities: s/he does not say anything that may qualify as argument 
or s/he spells out his/her view by occasionally putting forward sets 
of claims which can be taken as arguments at least in a broad sense. 
The former case is clearly irrelevant for argumentation studies, in 
the latter one we may take him/her to be engaged in persuasion dia-
logue with virtual opponents, and analyze his/her performance with 
the same conceptual tools we employ in analyzing genuine persua-
sion dialogues. We may readily acknowledge that s/he is not really 
trying to persuade someone and that there is no conflict of opinion 
to resolve, but that does not render the analytic tools inappropriate: 
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we can still speak of premises, intermediate conclusions, clarifica-
tions, and point out various errors like circular reasoning. If someone 
is simulating persuasive speech, his/her speech can be analyzed as if 
it was really produced with the intention to persuade. The point just 
made carries over to situations in which s/he develops his/her views 
in conversation with others: if s/he does not formulate arguments, 
his/her performance is irrelevant, if s/he does, we may apply the ana-
lytic tools we use in reconstructing and criticizing arguments occur-
ring in persuasion dialogues. Either case, argumentation study does 
not gain anything by distinguishing the category of development, 
there is no theoretical job for it to do.

Nevertheless, there are both empirical and theoretical reasons 
to reject this argument. As for empirical reasons, I have already 
provided one example in the analysis of the exchanges in the com-
ments. Lacking the concept of development we cannot make sense 
of the presence of what I called borderline arguments. We would 
only have two options, neither of which is promising. We may take 
the writers as merely putting forward their opinions, but by doing so 
we would simply ignore the argument-like structures they deliver. Or 
we may regard them as conducting a genuine persuasion dialogue, 
but then we cannot fully explain why their arguments have such du-
bious status. 

The theoretical reasons consist in pointing out that development 
has its own rules which do not quite agree with that of persuasion 
dialogue. By rules I mean the standards or prescriptions specifying 
how one engaging in a certain kind of dialogue should proceed and by 
reference to which his/her actual performance can be evaluated and 
criticized. Even though theorists do not entirely agree on the status 
of the rules or their precise formulation, the need for such rules is 
generally acknowledged, especially in connection with the identifica-
tion of fallacies.13 I am going to give three examples showing that the 
rules applying in a situation in which we aim to resolve our disagree-
ments in a rational fashion, and the ones applying in a situation in 
which we endeavor to develop our views are indeed different.14

13 For instance, offering to meet halfway is fully legitimate in a negotiating a 
price, but it is a fallacy in critical discussion; e.g. if one historian of economy 
says that inflation was 10% in a given period, and the other says 14%, one can-
not offer agreeing on 12%.
14 Blair (1998) makes a related point: many of the pragma-dialectical rules 
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First, what objections and difficulties should one address? In a 
persuasion dialogue it is one’s duty to respond to the objections which 
have actually been formulated. It is also advisable to address objec-
tions which haven’t been put forward but which are likely to be raised. 
However, it does not serve the aim of a persuasion dialogue to take 
up issues which are unlikely to be raised. To bring in such consider-
ations would merely prolong the debate. It would also be unwise from 
the point of strategic maneuvering: why offer one’s opponent another 
target to shoot at? On the other hand, if one is trying to develop his/
her position s/he needs to give due consideration to all serious worries 
even if those worries would not occur to anyone but himself/herself. Or 
consider difficulties which are not genuine. If the opponent in a per-
suasion dialogue puts forth a very bad argument or a red herring, one 
should respond no matter how ludicrous the argument is. In develop-
ment, however, one should only be concerned with genuine difficulties.

Second, there is the issue of relevance. Suppose a discussion 
starts with the issue of Occupy Wall Street, whether the movement has 
a clear agenda and in what respects it is likely or unlikely to succeed. 
Should the discussion extend to other Occupy protests? Is that rel-
evant? That depends, but it does not depend on the same things in per-
suasion and in development. In a persuasion dialogue the participants 
may agree about relevance or irrelevance and conduct the dialogue 
accordingly, but if they disagree they have to argue for their choice. 
One cannot determine the direction of the dialogue unilaterally. If one 
is engaged in development one does not have to gain the agreement of 
his partner. S/He may simply announce what s/he is interested in and 
what s/he is developing a position about. 

It is closely connected to the issue of relevance that the clear cases 
of successful persuasion dialogues and development dialogues unfold 
differently. The former have a well-defined agenda, the discussion stays 
focused, each move has a function that is easy to identify. The latter lack 
that type of tight organization. The topic keeps shifting, new issues are 
raised before all aspects of the previous ones are thoroughly investigat-
ed, and there may not be a definite direction into which the discussion is 
going. This tendency is present in the exchanges in the comments, but 
there are better examples, like the debates between Settembrini and 

do not apply in cases when the audience is not present, so cannot respond at 
once, and might not even be identified. His target, however, is different: he at-
tacks the dialogue model of argumentation.



236

Naphta in Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain. If we construe them as per-
suasion dialogues, they are clearly unsuccessful. Viewed as instances of 
development they are resounding success: the characters clearly man-
age to formulate coherent pictures of many issues.

Third, how should the discussion terminate? The pragma-dialec-
tical rules of critical discussion (Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004) pre-
scribe that in the concluding stage the participants should take stock 
of what has happened: which claims have been defended successfully, 
which ones have been refuted, which ones have been left undecided. 
Even if these rules are rather demanding and are frequently violated, 
they have a point. If our aim is the rational resolution of disagree-
ment, we should be clear if or in which questions we have succeeded. 
Development does not require a similar procedure, because in a devel-
opment dialogue the partners do not have a common aim in the sense 
they have one in a persuasion dialogue. In persuasion dialogues both 
parties aim to settle the differences and they succeed or fail together; 
in development dialogues success and failure is individual, so there is 
no point coming to agree about it. 

The considerations adduced here in favor of development as an 
independent type of argumentative dialogue are not meant as deci-
sive. They merely indicate that the concept should not be dismissed 
as redundant because there is theoretical work it may accomplish. The 
concept still needs to be worked out, i.e. we must supply a rich descrip-
tion of it which compares to the one we have of persuasion dialogue. 
If that task were accomplished the theoretical reasons would become 
stronger and would also connect to empirical reasons. A rich descrip-
tion of this type of dialogue would allow us to see in exactly what way 
it differs from persuasion dialogue, and that would also help to identify 
the actual exchanges which can best be seen as instantiating the type.

I would like to close with some intuitive considerations – I would 
not call them reasons – why it seems worthwhile to pursue this project. 
In the last couple of decades argumentation theorists have focused on 
persuasion dialogue as the kind of context in which argumentation can 
be studied in its purest form. This has resulted in lots of valuable in-
sights, still the idea of persuasion dialogue does not quite match our 
experience of those highly intellectual discussions which are detached 
of practical matters. If we are debating such matters as what the most 
efficient and affordable heating for a country house is, our intention 
often agrees with the objective of persuasion dialogue: to resolve the 
conflict rationally. In serious intellectual discussion this is rarely the 
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case, and I do not mean that we do not wish to win the debate – the 
egoistic intentions regularly show up in all sorts of debate. What I am 
thinking of is that we do not regard reaching consensus as particularly 
important. What we really want is to getting a clearer picture of the 
issue.15 Think of starting a debate in spite of being certain that we will 
not come to an agreement. This happens in the humanities and also in 
everyday intellectual discussions all the time. Or think of finding a de-
bate most useful or even exhilarating in spite of failing to move an inch 
closer to the resolution. Why is this satisfaction if the debate failed as 
a persuasion dialogue? The idea of development matches much better 
the purposes we have in intellectual debates.

One may try to put aside these considerations by pointing out that 
the purpose of participants and the purpose of the debate may differ. 
True as this is, there must be limits to this difference. One who is not 
driven by ulterior motives does not normally enter a debate the purpose 
of which is not at least one of his/her own purposes. So why should one 
enter a persuasion dialogue if s/he is not interested in persuasion?
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SOCIAL MEDIA COGNITION 

Z s o lt Z i e g l e r
Budapest University of Technology and Economics

The thesis of the extended mind (Clark and 
Chalmers 1998) suggests some objects 
found in particular environments function 
as part of the mind. Accepting content 
functionalism makes it possible to hold that 
if a content plays some role in aiding cogni-
tive processes, then it functions as a men-
tal content, therefore it is a mental content. 
The human mind, then, need not be located 
in the human head only. It also suggests 
that not only one particular mind performs 
cognitive processes but others’ mind can 
also be used for that by one single agent. 
Moreover and independently, social episte-
mology (Bloor 1982) tells that the justifica-
tion of beliefs is generated in social environ-
ments by agents’ local values and norms of 
rationality. The cognitive/epistemic agent 
can accept a testimony if she has social evi-
dence (social indicator-properties) about the 
speaker’s credibility. Nevertheless, one might 
ask what social procedures can screen cred-
ibility. I say activities on Facebook do! In my 
paper, I am going to make four claims. 
First, Facebook can be seen as an institu-
tionalized platform providing access for jus-
tifying some contents of beliefs. Whenever 
any content is posted on Facebook’s news 
feed, its reliability can be judged by the post-
ing person’s creditability. Facebook users 

access contents through this mechanism 
governed by social indicator-properties. 
Secondly, I argue that a Facebook-user 
shared contents might be one of the most 
reliable sources of information because the 
continuous presence of others’ posts best 
inform users about perspectives and their 
consistency (as social indicator-property). 
Thirdly, according to the thesis of the ex-
tended mind, shared contents on Face-
book might be understood as a form of 
one’s mental contents if they function as 
if they were in the head. Finally, Facebook 
also might function as a cognitive process. 
Activities on Facebook – likes, shares, event 
participation, people whom one chats – are 
monitored and analyzed by an algorithm. 
Facebook actually learns one’s preferences. 
Facebook presents persons, posts on one’s 
news feed according to this algorithm. By 
‘deciding’ what might be interesting for 
users, Facebook takes over a function of 
mental activity and unburdening the mind. 
If the algorithm of Facebook functions as if 
mind sets of preferences, it can be seen as 
a mental process. Activities on Facebook, 
then, may be interpreted as a cognitive 
process creating one of the most reliable 
contents of beliefs on the basis of social 
epistemology. 

keywords: social media, social epistemology, extended minds
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Introduction

The thesis of extended mind (Clark & Chalmers 1998) suggests 
that some objects found in particular environments function as a part 
of the mind. According to this view some content of cognition might 
extend across mind, body and certain aspects of the physical environ-
ment. By accepting content, functionalism makes it possible to hold 
that if a content plays some role in aiding cognitive processes, then 
it functions as a mental content, therefore it is a mental content. The 
human mind, then, need not be located in the human heads only. It also 
allows us to think that not only one particular mind performs cognitive 
processes but others’ mind can also be used for it by one single agent. 

Social epistemology, on the other hand, (Bloor, 1982) tells that 
the justification of beliefs is generated in social environments by the 
agents’ local values and norms of rationality. Human knowledge is con-
strued as a collective achievement. The cognitive/epistemic agent can 
accept a testimony – which is the way of belief justification – if she has 
social evidence (social indicator-properties) about the speaker’s cred-
ibility. Nevertheless, one might ask what social procedures can screen 
credibility. I say activities on Facebook can do!

Evolutionary psychology examines psychological traits such as mem-
ory, language and cognition that can be explained by the internal mecha-
nisms. Evolutionary psychology states that internal mechanisms are prod-
ucts of natural selection. Accordingly, environmental factors have essen-
tial influence of the evolution and the working of the mind. Gray (2003, 18) 
claims that the brain is a computer premeditated by innate selection to 
extort information from the surroundings. An evolved computer, the brain, 
generates human behavior relative to information it gains form the en-
vironment. “The cognitive programs of the human brain are adaptations 
that exist because they produced behavior in our intimates that enabled 
them to survive and reproduce” (Gray, 2003, p. 18). The present-day work 
of human mind, therefore, can be seen as a response to environmental 
pressure. From this, it is reasonable to say that different environmental 
features may result different computational architectures of human brain. 
Cultural psychologists may share the opinion that many artifacts that en-
able and empower human cognition are the joint product of many people 
working over many years, combining and accumulating skills and knowl-
edge (Tomasello, 2000). From evolutionary and cultural psychology, it can 
be said that the human mind evolves to adapt cognitive use of others’ skills 
and knowledge (Hurley, 2010, p. 118).
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It seems at least possible to combine these three — the extended 
mind thesis, social epistemology and cultural psychology — fields of 
research looking at cognition from a new perspective. I argue that once 
we accept the extended mind thesis and its defenses, Facebook can be 
seen as platform for a new alternative source of the mind for gaining 
justified information. If the extended mind thesis unfolds a new cog-
nitive kind — that I think is the only possible option for defenders of 
extended mind — and Facebook, a platform for (extended) social cog-
nition, shares all the relevant characteristics with the extended mind 
thesis, then extended social cognition can be a new cognitive kind.

The major difference between my suggestion and orthodox social 
cognition is that without Facebook we do not have all our friends in our 
pocket ready to ask them anytime. I also contend that social media 
cognition is the best candidate for extended cognition because we can 
easily track back the source of the information that provides justifica-
tion. My proposal is to consider Facebook as a form of extended social 
cognition. From the extended mind thesis, we can infer that non-bio-
logical vehicles function as (part of) the mind. Social epistemology pro-
vides a basis to define knowledge as a construction of socially accepted 
beliefs. Finally, the claim that cognitions do not take place only in our 
head is supported by cultural psychology

In my paper, first, I describe the extended mind thesis developed 
by Clark and Chalmers, then, I compare some characteristics of Face-
book with the regular extended mind thesis and social epistemology. 
Here I also argue that social epistemology fits to evolutionary psychol-
ogy. In the second part of my paper I examine some possible criticisms 
of the extended mind thesis that I consider the most challenging. After 
considering each critique, I connect these criticisms to the idea of ex-
tended social cognition.

The Extended Mind Thesis 

Clark and Chalmers aim to show that in cases involving the ascrip-
tion of intentional mental states such as states of belief and desire, 
the mind possibly extends beyond the skull. Clark and Chalmers (1998) 
asked us to imagine two persons: Inga and Otto. Inga is an ordinary 
human agent with all the usual cognitive abilities while Otto suffers 
from serious memory disorder. To be able to manage his own life, Otto 
continuously records all important information in a notebook that is 
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always carried with him. Otto, therefore, heavily relies on his notebook 
and he becomes accustomed to using it. Suppose, he easily accesses 
the notebook so all the contents found in the notebook are automati-
cally endorsed by him. 

Imagine that both Inga and Otto wish to attend an exhibition of 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. Inga, as any of us would 
do, recalls that the Museum of Modern Art is on 53rd street, and she 
starts to go there accordingly. It seems natural to hold that Inga did not 
actually have an occurrent belief that the museum was on 53rd street 
but this piece of information was stored in her memory in a non-oc-
current sense. In fact, Inga entertained the information about the loca-
tion of the Museum of Modern Art in a dispositional sense. Inga’s belief, 
among others, was stored in her memory, waiting to be endorsed when 
she needed it. Nevertheless, Otto also decides to see the exhibition, so 
looks up the whereabouts of the museum, consults his notebook to re-
trieve the museum’s location. According to the notebook the museum 
is on the 53rd street so that is where Otto walks. 

Clark and Chalmers suggest that Otto’s actions should be ac-
counted in a very same way as it was in the case of Inga. Contents of 
Otto’s notebook can be seen as non-occurrent beliefs similar to Inga’s 
ones. Consequently, neither Otto nor Inga has an occurrent belief about 
the location of the museum. As Inga, Otto desired to go to the museum 
because — Clark and Chalmers suggest — he believed that the museum 
is on the 53rd street. Clark and Chalmers (1998) argue that the case of 
Otto’s dispositional believing is an “extended mind” scenario. They con-
tend that Inga’s natural biological memory plays the same role in the 
relevant sense as Otto’s notebook. If it is true and Inga’s memory and 
Otto’s notebook are functionally the same, then the notebook might be 
seen as physical base on which Otto’s beliefs supervene. Interestingly, 
Clark and Chalmers seem to think that the difference between Inga and 
Otto is the way and base of how they encode their memory however, 
both of them use a (although different type of) physical base for storing 
and retrieving their beliefs. If an external source or device functionally 
does the same as what some internal biological cells provide, it seems 
arbitrary to restrict mind to internal factors. Therefore, it might be pos-
sible that the mind occasionally extends beyond the brain and the head. 
Friends of the extended mind thesis suggest abandoning the location 
bio-chauvinism.  By accepting the theses of extended mind, it is pos-
sible to think that contents found on the internet, Google or Wikipedia 
among other websites, in fact belong to one’s mind. Indeed, we always 
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carry our smartphones with us and are grown accustomed to searching 
and finding information whenever it is needed.  This conclusion might 
be seen odd because intuitively it does not seem plausible to think that 
if one carries a smartphone, her mind contains the information of the 
internet. However, friends of extended mind attempted to criticize The 
Problem of Functionality and Similarity, while a New Kind of the Mind 
defend the thesis. 

Social Media and The Extended Mind Thesis

The extended mind thesis came in to vogue and became more 
plausible when smartphones spread a few years ago. Smartphone users 
could access the Internet and retrieve any needed information at any 
given time. In the past, all Internet-based communications and ser-
vices were only accessible from a computer.  Now, it has been changed 
radically. For example, Bertel (2013) found out that instrumental use 
of information on smartphones has become an integrated and relied 
on part of everyday lives of young Danes. His article has a telling title: 
“It’s like I trust it so much that I don’t really check where it is I’m going 
before I leave.” Clark and Chalmers’ original idea was not designed for 
smartphones, Otto only has a ‘static’ notebook. Otto’s notebook has no 
feed-backing feature.1 Our cognition, on the other hand, is a lot more 
‘dynamic’ system. Memory keeps dynamically interpreting and reinter-
preting contents of one’s memory described by the theory of recon-
structive memory (Bartlett, 1995).

Google and Facebook, nevertheless, have the required dynamic 
feed backing feature. Nowadays, Google is thought to be the clear-cut 
example for the extended mind. However, Facebook, I think, better ex-
emplifies it. The algorithm called EdgeRank — discussed by Bucher, 
(2012)— is responsible for sorting and shaping the flow of information 
and communication on Facebook’s ‘News Feed.’ It ranks contents ac-
cordingly: (i.) How popular (Liked, commented on, shared, clicked) are 
the post creator’s past posts with everyone, (ii.) How popular is this 
post with everyone who has already seen it, (iii.) How popular have the 
post creator’s past posts been with the viewer, (iv.) Does the type of 
post (status update, photo, video, link) match what types have been 
popular with the viewer in the past, (v.) How recently was the post pub-
lished. (Hope, 2013) Both, Google and Facebook, in some sense, learn 

1 See later “The Problem of Causal Coupling and the Constitution” is discussed.
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the preferences of the user. It is easy to see that the work of Facebook 
is radically different than Otto’s notebook. Unlike Otto’s notebook, Edg-
erank actively — later active causal support will be an important ques-
tion — constitutes the information processing of Facebook. Accepting 
the extended mind thesis, Facebook’s Edgerank seems playing a cogni-
tive role. It is obvious that when one sets up certain preferences, then 
this person performs a cognitive task. Thus, the work of Edgerank may 
fulfill a similar cognitive capacity that internal cognition does. Perhaps 
one can argue against this by claiming that Edgerank does not under-
stand the contents and is always subject of luck. However, it is a philo-
sophical commonplace that internal cognition and knowledge always 
can be subject of luck (Gettier 1963).

Social Media and Belief Justification

Social epistemology (Bloor, 1982) tells that the justification of be-
liefs is generated in social environments by agents’ local values and 
norms of rationality. Human knowledge is construed as a collective 
achievement. The cognitive/epistemic agent can accept a testimony 
– which is the way of belief justification – if she has social evidence 
(social indicator-properties) about the speaker’s credibility. Neverthe-
less, one might ask what social procedures can screen credibility. Here, 
it seems possible to consistently combine the extended mind theses 
with social epistemology; for example, Orestis and Pitchard also con-
tends that, 

Frequently we will not be able to attribute the rest of the credit to 
only one single individual, because, in most cases, in order to come 
up with such reliable belief-forming processes the individual em-
ploys similar belief forming processes or relies on knowledge that 
has been delivered by other individuals on the basis of further reli-
able belief-forming processes.” And they continue: “In other words, 
by combining (COGAweak)

2 to the extended cognition hypothesis, we 
gain a view of knowledge whereby the individual agent can be an 
advanced epistemic agent only within a given social structure nec-

2 If S knows that p, then S’s true belief that p is the product of a reliable belief-
forming process, which is appropriately integrated within S’s cognitive charac-
ter such that her cognitive success is to a significant degree creditable to her 
cognitive agency” (Orestis and Duncan Pritchard 2013, 112)
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essary for supplying him with the reliable-belief forming processes 
that he will later integrate within his cognitive character so as to 
come to know the truth of some proposition. (Orestis & Pritchard 
2013, pp. 114-5.)

Facebook has become the online social platform on which many 
spend their free time and social life. Surprisingly, many people ac-
cess information, keep social contacts, store pictures and memories, 
perceive the constructed world and in some sense have their life on 
Facebook. Unlike Google or Wikipedia — ‘traditional’ mind extensions, 
Facebook has no constant contents, rather, it provides a dynamic and 
always changing platform on which other real people keep sharing in-
formation. For this very reason, I think contents on Facebook are wor-
thy of philosophical investigation. Since real people post information 
on Facebook, the justification of the contents can be based on social 
epistemology. 

Facebook can be seen as an institutionalized platform for content 
justification thereby, creating access to justified contents of beliefs. 
Whenever a content is posted on Facebook’s news feed, its reliability 
can be judged by the posting person’s creditability. Users of Facebook 
access contents through this mechanism governed by social indicator-
properties. Social epistemology suggests that what is possible to know 
(access to information) defines knowledge itself. I suggest that once 
we accept the extended mind thesis combined with social epistemol-
ogy, information on one’s news feed can be thought as knowledge. This, 
extended social cognition might be the best candidate for extended 
knowledge because we can easily track back the source of the informa-
tion. The credibility of the content will depend on the credibility of the 
person who posted it. When information posed by a friend or acquain-
tance is thought to be reliable, then according to social epistemology 
the content should be treated as knowledge. 

The major difference between my suggestion and orthodox social 
epistemology or social cognition is that without Facebook we do not 
have all our friends in our pocket ready to ask them anytime. Further-
more, unlike Google or Wikipedia, we can value the creditability of con-
tents on Facebook. The thesis of extended cognition might account for 
not only external devices but other minds as well. Most of the cases, 
others’ minds are not readily available for cognitive use because they 
are far from each other, but via Facebook all friends — as cognitive 
resources — can be reached. Once a person’s relation to her friends 
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satisfies the requirement of extended mind, we will not have any reason 
to think that their minds and mine belong to one. Orestis and Pitchard’s 
idea seems compelling and my thesis is that I claim that Facebook is 
the best candidate for extended social cognition. Later in my paper, I 
examine some critiques of the extended mind and some responses to 
them with regard to my claim. 

Social Media and Cultural Psychology

According to Barry Barnes (Barnes, 1995, p. 37), under functional-
ist theories, order and stability of entire social systems are to be under-
stood. Whenever in social sciences individuals are the subject of exami-
nation, analysis comes after the analysis of the system as a whole. Thus, 
when we look at the process of information production, the process as 
a whole should be considered. To analyze and understand non-individu-
alistic cognition, we should take a functionalist approach as Barnes de-
scribed. Cultural psychology deals with the question of social cognition 
that seems to fit wonderfully to the thesis of extended mind, accordingly:

Thus, complex forms of non-individualistic cognition enjoy a long- 
ranging tradition which can fruitfully be made use of in CL. In this 
view, cognition is impossible to dissociate from interaction, under-
stood as social activity. That is, cognition is not just “something that 
takes place” inside the individual’s brain, or only in relation to the 
individual body’s active perception, or apperception, of the environ-
ment, i.e., embodiment, but something that is done, enacted in re-
lation with the individual’s whole activity in a particular social and 
cultural setting or situation. As this view of cognition implies col-
lective activity and interaction, it can be seen as a collective form of 
cognition. (Bernárdez, 2008, p. 150)

Independently from the extended mind thesis, then, cultural psy-
chologists deal with the idea of non-individualistic cognition. Let me 
provide another clear example to show that some cultural psychologi-
cal perspectives confirm the extended mind thesis.

Following the lead of Vygotsky [...], Bruner [...], Cole [...], and other 
cultural psychologists, my view is that what makes human cognition 
unique, more than anything else, is its collective nature (Tomasello 
1999). That is, all of the many artifacts that enable and empower 
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human cognition [...] are the joint product of many people working 
over many years, combining and accumulating skills and knowledge. 
(Tomasello, 2000, p. 357)

It is a somewhat different approach from Clark and Chalmers orig-
inal example. Otto’s notebook is not conscious of being while, as I sug-
gest, Facebook is a platform where minds are. Unlike Google, on Face-
book we gain information and contents from real people that we know 
personally or online. This is one of the main differences between infor-
mation found by Google and Facebook. Knowledge produced by Google 
cannot be the subject of cultural psychological analysis in the same 
way as Facebook. Facebook, however, might be a new kind of social 
platform that is different from those that cultural psychologists usually 
examine. It is because Facebook can serve as a mind extension. In the 
following section I compare features of Facebook with arguments for 
and againstthe extended mind thesis. 

Critiques of the Extended Mind Thesis 

In recent years, there has been an increasing amount of litera-
ture on the extended mind thesis. Due to practical constraints, this 
paper cannot provide a comprehensive review of all possible objec-
tions against the extended mind thesis. The purpose of this section is 
to review some possible criticism of the extended mind that I consider 
the most challenging. Here, the objections are grouped into four dif-
ferent classes of counterarguments. The groups of problems are the 
following: (i.) causal coupling and constitution problem, (ii.) decoupling 
and elusive cognition problem, (iii.) consciousness problem and (iv.) 
the similarity and function problem. These issues of extended mind, 
however, are interrelated with each other and some aspects of the criti-
cisms reappear through my text. After considering various critiques, I 
connect these criticisms with my theses on Facebook and extended 
social knowledge.

The Problem of Causal Coupling and the Constitution

Friends of extended mind usually accept the claim that internal 
and external factors have a mutually determining causal influence on 
each other (that might come apart occasionally). Crucially, it is not 
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just an asymmetric relation, external objects not only influence inter-
nal states, but it is a complementary information retrieving processes 
from external environment — jointly with states of the brain. It is sup-
posed that external and internal factors symmetrically cause one’s ac-
tions. Critiques tend to deny symmetry and argue that Otto’s notebook 
or other external resources, in fact, are factors that merely causally 
influence the mind. They might allow that exograms (Donald, 1991, p. 
325) - external sources of the cognition - might affect competence 
and behavior of the subject. But it seems strange to claim that just 
because some exograms have an influence on one’s cognition, they are 
part of her memory. As Clark and Chalmers write, “In these cases, the 
human organism is linked with an external entity in a two-way interac-
tion, creating a coupled system that can be seen as a cognitive system 
in its own right” (Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 29). Critics argue against 
the notion of coupled system and call it the coupling-constitution fal-
lacy. Accordingly, 

When Clark makes an object cognitive when it is connected to a cog-
nitive agent, he is committing an instance of a “coupling-constitu-
tion fallacy.” This is the most common mistake the extended mind 
theorists make. (They continue) … the fact that object or process X 
is coupled to object or process Y does not entail that X is part of Y. 
(Adams & Aizawa, 2010, p. 68)

Let us start with the question of coupling. In order to avoid the 
challenge posed by Adams and Aizawa (2010), Clark and Chalmers 
(1998) introduced a list of requirements that provides some conditions 
for couples systems of cognition.

In these cases, the human organism is linked with an external en-
tity in a two-way interaction, creating a coupled system that can be 
seen as a cognitive system in its own right. All the components in the 
system play an active causal role, and they jointly govern behavior in 
the same sort of way that cognition usually does. If we remove the 
external component the system’s behavioral competence will drop, 
just as it would if we removed part of its brain. Our thesis is that this 
sort of coupled process counts equally well as a cognitive process, 
whether or not it is wholly in the head. (Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 29)
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In short, Clark and Chalmers contend that (1.) all the components 
in the system play an active causal role. (2.) They jointly govern behav-
ior in the same sort of way — later I discuss it in the section of similarity 
problem3 — that cognition usually does. (3.) If we remove the external 
component, the system’s behavioral competence will drop, just as it 
would if we removed part of its brain. Importantly, the question here is 
not that whether an exogram can be one’s mind or not, but the issue is 
to determine what counts as a coupled cognitive system. It seems that 
Clark and Chalmers requirements for being coupled are quite intuitive. 
Exograms can satisfy these conditions for being a cognitive coupled 
system with a human mind. 

However, it is a question whether exograms coupled with human 
minds constitutes human cognition or not. One can argue that even if 
an exogram, for instance a map, is being coupled with a human mind 
for the moment, the exogram and the mind do not form a constituted 
unit. It is the problem of constitution. Clark and Chalmers also provide 
another list of conditions that determine when an exogram should be 
considered part of one’s mind. 

First, the notebook is a constant in Otto’s life—in cases where the 
information in the notebook would be relevant, he will rarely take 
action without consulting it. Second, the information in the note-
book is directly available without difficulty. Third, upon retrieving in-
formation from the notebook, he automatically endorses it. Fourth, 
the information in the notebook has been consciously endorsed at 
some point in the past, and indeed is there as a consequence of this 
endorsement. (Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 17) 

Accordingly, these are: (4.) dependence from the contents found 
in the date media — brain or notebook (5.) easy accessibility, (6.) au-
tomatic endorsement and (7.) at the moment the non-occurrent belief 
that must have been conscious in the past. Clark and Chalmers note that 
the seventh — in their version the forth — condition may be too strict4. 

3 A key factor lies in the second requirement where to some degree of similar-
ity is demanded. Similarity nonetheless is another point of the criticism of the 
extended mind that I discuss later in my paper.
4 “The constancy and past-endorsement criteria may suggest that history is 
partly constitutive of belief. One might react to this by removing any historical 
component (giving a purely dispositional reading of the constancy criterion and 
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Conditions from (1.) to (7.) are to reply to the challenge of “cou-
pling-constitution fallacy.” To test Clark and Chalmers’s conditions, let 
us describe a scenario in which these seven conditions are satisfied. 
Suppose a driver, John who always has a GPS device in his car. Interest-
ingly enough, the GPS shows the very same route to John to drive that 
he used to drive in the past and which he knows by heart. Nevertheless, 
since he bought his GPS, John heavily relies on his navigation devise, so 
that his driving competence greatly depends on this gadget. Thus, had 
he not had the GPS in his car, he could not drive to his workplace. The 
GPS actively influences John’s actions; moreover, movements of the car 
also influence the software of the GPS. Furthermore, John never doubts 
in what is displayed by the GPS and acts automatically upon that. 

Is it reasonable to think that the GPS device not only supports 
John’s driving actively but that the navigation device itself is part of 
John’s cognitive system for driving? Although many would give a nega-
tive answer, it still seems that a GPS is relevantly different from a regu-
lar map. Since, in case of the GPS, there is an interactive ‘organic’ link 
between the device and the driver. Friends of extended mind thesis can 
maintain that, at least in some sense, a GPS can be thought as exten-
sion of John’s mind. 

In various ways John’s GPS and a Facebook account are similar. 
Conditions from (1.) to (7.) apply to Facebook as well. However, some 
of these conditions are not obviously true for Facebook. Let us examine 
the problematic ones. According to the second condition, (2.) extended 
contents jointly govern behavior in the same sort of way that cognition 
usually does. A particular piece of information found on Facebook can 
actively influence one’s behavior. A ludicrous example is when a person 
finds out that her ex-boyfriend is just now spending a joyful holiday with 
his new girlfriend. Such a case certainly affects her behaviour. More-
over, without Facebook, we do not have direct access to our friends’ 
personal life, we do not instantly have pictures of our friends’ holiday. 
Facebook, therefore, satisfies the third requirement of the extended 
mind; (3.) If we remove the external component, the system’s behav-
ioral competence will drop. Many people seem to be dependent on 
signing in Facebook. Some researchers (Andreassen, Torsheim, Brun-

eliminating the past-endorsement criterion, for example), or one might allow 
such a component as long as the main burden is carried by features of the 
present.” and “[P]erhaps one can acquire beliefs through subliminal percep-
tion, or through memory tampering?” (Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 40) 
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borg and Ståle Pallesen, 2012) have already described that it is pos-
sible that one has Facebook addiction. At least, it can mean that one 
has a (4.) dependence on the contents of Facebook. The (6.) automatic 
endorsement condition may be problematic. But in fact, it is not. For in-
stance, consider an average Facebook user. Does she have any reason 
to doubt that her (extended memories) photos are not real or hacked? 
If the answer is negative, then probably, she automatically endorses her 
memories triggered and constituted by photos uploaded to Facebook. 
The (7.) condition is also satisfied because, by uploading, for example, 
photos — non-occrent memories — to Facebook, it implies that the 
non-occurrent belief must have been conscious in the past. 

As a matter of fact, it should not be a surprise that once we accept 
the conditions provided by Clark and Chalmers for extended mind, these 
conditions will apply to contents of Facebook, as well. Modern smart-
phones usually come with a built in Facebook application that reminds 
one of almost all posts appearing on her newsfeed. Therefore, our cell-
phone inevitably connects us to the social media and in some cases 
forces us to bear Facebook contents in our mind. Phenomenologically, it 
may resemble very much how an idea suddenly appears in mind.

The Problem of Decoupling and Elusive Cognition

There is a worry suggesting that extensions of the mind in fact are 
not part of it because unlike the brain, exograms are easily decoupled 
from the cognitive core. The fact that cognitive coupled systems are so 
contingent provides a reason to deny the extended mind thesis. There 
is an obvious rejoinder to this issue. The brain is also exposed to dam-
age, memory and capacity loss due to mental disorders or inebriety. 
Then, some natural function of the brain can also be decoupled form 
the core. Nonetheless, the contingency of exograms might be seen not 
an argument against the extended mind thesis but an argument for it. 
For example, Merlin Donald (2001, pp. 305–315) emphasizes the bright 
side of mind extensions. “Unlike the constantly-moving contents of bi-
ological working memory, the products of thinking, when reformatted 
exogrammatically, could be frozen in time, held up to scrutiny at some 
future date, altered and re-entered into storage.” (Donald, 1991, p. 316) 

Robert D. Rupert poses the problem of elusive cognition: “We want 
to understand how and why the capacities and abilities of individual 
persisting systems change over time, eventually taking a stable form. If 
the systems to be investigated were relatively short-lived coupled sys-
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tems, developmental inquiry would seem incoherent.” (Rupert, 2010, p. 
330) According to this worry it seems impossible to investigate cogni-
tive systems that are too unstable and elusive. Every cognitive research 
requires a phenomenon stable enough to study. Interestingly enough, 
Rupert stresses exactly the opposite of what Donald wrote. Rupert’s 
objection seems appealing but I think it is not effective. Firstly, one can 
argue that although it is true that performing an extended cognitive 
process is elusive, i.e John is not always in his car to study him. How-
ever, the disposition to have an exogram applied is long-standing and 
can be subject of research. Secondly, the objection relies on epistemo-
logical boundary to conclude against the extended mind thesis. It actu-
ally says that since it cannot be studied, it cannot exist. Finally, it has 
been already proven that there is a relationship between an individual’s 
working googling strategy and their ability to remember it.  

When people expect information to remain continuously available 
(such as we expect with Internet access), they are more likely to re-
member where to find it than to remember the details of the item. 
One could argue that this is an adaptive use of memory—to include 
the computer and online search engines as an external memory sys-
tem that can be accessed at will. (…) The social form of information 
storage is also reflected in the findings that people forget items they 
think will be available externally and remember items they think will 
not be available. (Sparrow, Liu & Wegner, 2011, p. 778)

Consequently, coupled cognitive systems are under investigation. 
Others, for example Hurley, also think possible that the human mind 
might be able to accommodate to various environmental conditions. 
“Such neural plasticity, yielding variable neural correlates of given 
types of experience, is part of the normal dynamics explanatory of hu-
man experience. It isn’t an exceptional process that leads to a uniquely 
explanatory neural endpoint. And neural plasticity is disciplined and di-
rected largely by the interactions of embodied nervous systems with 
their environments.” (Hurley, 2010, p. 118) 

As far as Facebook is concerned, some research has already been 
conducted investigating the question of how social media affect peo-
ple psychology. For example, Zhao, Grasmuck, Martin (2008) find that 
Facebook users predominantly claim their identities implicitly rather 
than explicitly; their identities produced in this nonymous environment 
differ from those constructed in the anonymous online environments 
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previously reported. Facebook users predominantly claim their identi-
ties implicitly rather than explicitly; they “show rather than tell” and 
stress group and consumer identities over personally narrated ones. 
It seems that Facebook plays an active role in how we construe our 
online identity. On Facebook, trends, customs, memes and other social 
practices appear. Facebook seems to be a new platform where peo-
ple express themselves. These customs and trends gain significance 
therefore, these can be subject of sociological and in the same time 
psychological examination. Following Hurley’s idea, it is possible that 
our cognition may evolve to the use of Facebook and other extended 
vehicles. However, it does not undermine the idea that Facebook is part 
of our social cognition. In some cases, functions of our biological cog-
nitive processes can be decoupled, too. 

The coupling-constituting (1-7) conditions suggest that if certain 
cognition necessarily involves the presence of other particular things, 
then these things must be part of the cognition system. Some might 
argue against by claim that “if my capacity to walk is clearly dependent 
on a walking stick, then it does not follow that the walking stick is part 
of my ‘walking system.” (Menary, 2010, p. 17) I think this conclusion 
is not obvious at all. Some might still think that if a person carries his 
walking stick all the time with himself by satisfying all the coupling-
constituting conditions, why it should not be the case that this per-
son owns his walking stick so that the stick actually constitutes his 
walking-system. Consequently, if some ability that one has necessar-
ily linked to Facebook, for example, having updated information about 
several friends’ marital status simultaneously, then performing the ac-
tion or having the ability belongs to the person’s abilities. 

The Problem of Unconscious Extended Mind

Others might challenge the extended mind thesis by arguing, as 
Clark calls the “Otto two–step” criticism, that “all Otto actually believes 
(in advance) is that the address is in the notebook. That’s the belief 
(step 1) that leads to the looking (step 2) that then leads to the (new) 
belief about the actual street address.” (Clark, 2010, p. 46) Accordingly, 
no one has to remember that she remembers that ‘p.’ However, Otto has 
to remember that he has already got information about the location of 
the museum before checking it in the notebook. Inga, on the other hand, 
simply recalls the location without any intermediate step. Otto’s note-
book or another exogram is not as transparent as one’s memory does. 
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Otto is the authority on whether what’s written in his notebook is in-
deed what he believes. But he isn’t authoritative about the contents 
of the notebook before he has consulted it. He can’t avow what- he-
believed-before-consulting-his-notebook at times prior to his con-
sulting it, which is what matters to the claim that he already believed 
it. So even though he isn’t surprised to find it out, Otto does have to 
wait and see how things are in the “external world” (i.e., his note-
book) before finding out what he believes. However, in ordinary cases 
of belief, I suggest, there’s simply no such thing as “finding out what 
one believes. (Preston, 2010, p. 360)

Preston’s answer therefore is that there are two types of authority, 
the way one relates to her memories and beliefs. According to the first 
sense, one might have the authority over her beliefs, if she is their own-
er. In other words, she is the one who caused the existence of a non-
occurrent belief. The second type of authority is the way how a person 
transparently recalls her beliefs. Preston suggests that exograms can 
encode the first type but not the second. I do not think Preston is right 
here. I think ordinary beliefs can lack the second type of authority, as 
well. Moreover, I think sometimes we realize what we truly believe — 
that was not conscious before.  

Relatively often we happen not to remember something that oth-
erwise we know. Sometimes a world or an idea simply cannot come to 
our lips, however, we are sure we know the answer or the term in ques-
tion. It is the case when one is enthusiastically looking for the idea in 
her mind but unfortunately, she cannot find it. We know that the an-
swer is somewhere in our mind but we need a strategy to recall it. It is 
sometimes useful to recall something else that might be related to the 
required word or idea. It seems that the strategy that we follow when 
something does not pop out in our mind resembles the way Otto looks 
for the location of the museum. 

In psychology, there is a phenomenon when a person has a psy-
chological tension, called cognitive dissonance resulting from simul-
taneously held contradictory beliefs. (Festinger, 1962, pp. 93–107) The 
conflict arises from the fact that humans strive for internal consis-
tency. Cognitive dissonance is possible only if one can acquire a belief 
that does not make the conflict evident with another belief at the very 
moment of the belief acquisition. These latent non-occurent possibly-
conflicting beliefs wait to become conscious making the psychological 
discomfort conscious. Once contradicting beliefs become conscious, 
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the conflict has to be reduced by one of the following three ways: giv-
ing up one of the contradicting beliefs, adding further beliefs to relieve 
psychological stress or altering preferences of contradicting beliefs. 
Any of these ways of reducing cognitive dissonance can be in fact a way 
of finding out what one believes.

Preston thinks the main problem is that information found in Otto’s 
notebook is mistakenly identified as personal belief. It is better to say 
that exograms work as subpersonal cognitive systems.  Subpersonal 
cognition is characterized by a reflective consciousness withdrawn into 
the background

These “zombie” skills suggest that our cognitive system can auto-
matically carry out intentions without the need for meta-conscious 
oversight, while also demonstrating the subtle dynamics of embed-
ding “top” reflective intentions within active practice. The point is 
not that automobile drivers are asleep while they drive. Rather, the 
driver often steers automatically while his or her reflectively con-
scious mind is ruminating on something else. Thus, their prior and 
ongoing reflective intentions structure and guide their experience of 
driving. (Allen & Williams, 2011, pp. 4)

Therefore, Preston’s idea is that some external processes — for 
example John’s GPS — can be accounted as underlying subpersonal 
cognition. It is together John and his GPS that navigate and drive. How-
ever, the GPS plays only a subpersonal cognitive role, thus the cogni-
tive achievement applies only to John — and not to the whole system. 
Preston thinks that a cognitive process might extend to environmental 
vehicles storing information and performing some cognitive tasks but 
exograms do not contain true human beliefs. 

Similarly, Menary (2006) — as a response to the causal coupling 
fallacy posed by Adams and Aizawa — argues that Otto and his note-
book mutually — as an integrated whole — can constitute the cognition 
of remembering. Accordingly, it is not the case that there is Otto and 
there is his notebook that are causally coupled. The notebook is not part 
of Otto’s cognition, rather Otto and his notebook work as such a coor-
dinated unit that completes the unit to a whole. Therefore, supportive 
subsystems — internal or external — are not expected to be conscious 
themselves. The idea is that, information and cognition-like-processes 
found in exograms phenomenologically — and perhaps functionally — 
work as subpersonal cognitions and non-occurent beliefs.
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Otto ‘two–step criticism’ can be easily applied to Facebook as an 
external social cognition. One must remember that first, he has some 
memories on Facebook or he can look for some information about his 
friends. Then, secondly, he signs in Facebook and finds the required in-
formation. Nonetheless, replies given to the problem of two-step criti-
cism also apply to my thesis. I think ordinary beliefs may also lack the 
second type of authority. Sometimes I just know where on Facebook 
I can find some particular information. This method of gaining infor-
mation does not really differ from internal recalling techniques, when I 
make myself remember particular things, it seems I do the same: follow 
possible routes to get the information. Preston’s idea may fit to Face-
book as well, thus it is me and Facebook that can perform some cogni-
tive tasks. Thus, contents on Facebook can be accounted as underlying 
subpersonal cognition. Menary’s ideal also applies, regarding to some 
cognitive processes — for example being informed about my friend’s 
location via the function of ‘check in’ on Facebook. It is me and Face-
book together that constitute the behavior of the whole. If Facebook 
phenomenologically functions as subpersonal cognitions and non-oc-
curent beliefs, there is no reason to think that at least in some sense 
Facebook plays a similar role as biological memory. 

The Problem of Functionality and Similarity — a New Kind of the 
Mind

It seems that the extended mind thesis can be convincing only if 
a relevant functional similarity is proven between internal and exter-
nal cognition. As we have seen, Clark and Chalmers wrote that “All the 
components in the system play an active causal role, and they jointly 
govern behavior in the same sort of way that cognition usually does.” 
(Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 29) But what does ‘the same sort of way’ 
or ‘sufficiently similar’ mean? In the previous section, we might have 
seen that, at least in some cases, phenomenologically the use of ex-
ternal devices seems to be similar to internal ones. Clark and Chalm-
ers attempt to answer this by suggesting that in fact there is no strict 
distinction between internal and external processes. Accordingly, the 
evolution of mind has always been strongly affected by environmen-
tal pressure. “Once we recognize the crucial role of the environment in 
constraining the evolution and development of cognition, we see that 
extended cognition is a core cognitive process, not an add-on extra.” 
(Clark & Chalmers, 1998, p. 32)
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On the other hand, Rob Rupert disagrees and claims that “the 
external portions of extended ‘memory’ states (processes) differ so 
greatly from internal memories (the process of remembering) that 
they should be treated as distinct kinds” (Rupert, 2004, p. 407). Rupert 
thinks that extended cognition is an absurd idea and cannot be consid-
ered the same cognitive kind as biological cognition. Internal processes 
are greatly different from external ones because the former is subject 
to constant rearrangement and modification while the latter is not. In-
formation and processes found in smartphones or GPS devices con-
tain and perform the same programed procedure. The major difference 
between external and internal processes is that external and internal 
cognition cannot be subsumed under the same law(s) of cognition. 

Others, however, think that even if external and internal cognition 
are relevantly different, that does not mean that external processes 
cannot be a new kind of cognition. For example, Merlin Donald empha-
sizes the fact that the differences between the external cognition and 
the internal one are in fact advantageous. The different character of 
exograms in fact is a benefit which enables us to perform a cognitive 
behavior that we cannot do with only biological processes. Friends of 
extended mind such as Clark (2010), Sutton (2010), and Menary (2006) 
think that even if there is a clear difference between external and in-
ternal cognition, it does not undermine the idea that exograms play a 
cognitive role, in case they are complex and well integrated enough to 
internal processes. There is a compelling explanation supporting the 
extended mind thesis coming from Robert Anton Wilson (2010). He 
thinks that critiques of extended mind are rooted in a commitment of 
essentialist criteria for being mental. Once we abandon essentialism 
and turn toward an activity-based view, the extended mind thesis be-
comes more convincing. 

The shift is one from a focus on “things,” such as representations, to 
a concern with “activities,” such as the act of representing. Such ac-
tivities are often bodily, and are often world-involving in their nature. 
A version of the problem of intentionality formulated so as to apply 
to them—“In virtue of what is activity A the representation of C?”—
seems hardly pressing at all. Rather, what cries out for discussion is 
the question of just what forms these activities take, and just how 
they bring about the effects they do. (Wilson, 2010, p. 183) 
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Then he continues that in order to have a better understanding of 
work with regard to extended cognition, a wide range of studies should 
be involved in the research. Extended cognition, as Clark and Chalmers 
wrote, should be analyzed as part of the evolution and development of 
cognition. If we find the mind not only in heads but we find it extended 
to different vehicles, then a broad interdisciplinary work might be re-
quired.

The means we employ in doing so will be various: historical analy-
sis of their emergence, sociological analysis of the conditions under 
which they operate, experimental psychological analysis of repre-
sentational gaps and gluts, anthropological analysis of practices of 
symbolization, evolutionary analysis of social environments and our 
sensitivity to them.” (Wilson, 2010, p. 183)

John Sutton (2010, 189) also supports the idea of extended mind. 
He does not find it problematic that external and internal processes 
have essentially different features. If external vehicles play an alterna-
tive function in cognition but they have a supplementary role, we do not 
have any reason to deny that at least in some sense we have got a new 
cognitive kind. 

Conclusion

Criticisms and rejoinders fit very well extended social cognition. 
It seems that once we accept the extended mind thesis and defenses 
for it, Facebook can be seen as platform for a new alternative source 
for gaining information. If the extended mind thesis unfolds a new cog-
nitive kind and Facebook, as extended social cognition, shares all the 
relevant characteristics with the extended mind, then extended social 
cognition can be a new cognitive kind. Even if extended cognitions have 
different properties from internal ones, they might be seen as a type of 
a cognitive kind. It does not seem to be impossible that a new platform 
for exchanging information organically and dynamically acts as some 
part of cognition. Facebook undoubtedly has a supplementary role in 
our social and information gaining practice. Accepting the extended 
mind thesis, it seems difficult to deny that Facebook is a new cogni-
tive kind. Nonetheless, Facebook has further benefits over Google or 
Wikipedia — regular mind extensions. On Facebook the justification of 
contents can be better accounted by social epistemology.
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Wilson’s methodological requirement for analyzing external cog-
nition seems very relevant for examining Facebook. Wilson suggests 
that not only psychological but various other scientific fields should 
be involved in understanding extended minds. As in the first section 
of my paper, we have seen that social epistemology, as well as cultural 
psychology, can be associated with the extended mind thesis. If we do 
so, we may conclude that extended social cognition is possible which 
opens a wide range of new researches.
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From theoretical concepts to behavioural 
trait-analysis: utilizing tacit knowledge 
and transmuted expertise in Facebook-
coordinated courses on rhetoric and dialectic 

G á b o r á .  Z e m p l é n
Budapest University of Technology and Economics

the paper discusses two intermediate 
courses in argumentation that were run in 
consecutive years (2012/13 and 2013/14 
for group a and b) that were coordinated 
on Facebook, and a control group (c). the 
courses (entitled ’dialectic and rhetoric’) 
were developed for communication and 
media studies m.a. students at the bu-
dapest university of technology and eco-
nomics (bme). although the knowledge 
uptake and the transmission of content 
was not measured systematically, the ba-
sic approach differed enough in the two 
courses that some discussion of the re-

sults is warranted, especially as some of 
the unusual methods for group b – em-
bedding teaching theoretical concepts in 
a broader behavioural trait-analysis ex-
ercise – have independently been tested 
with a high ability non-specialist group 
(corvinus, szisz). the paper introduces 
the trait-analysis exercise developed for 
the second group, discusses some re-
sults, and situates the exercise within a 
contextual and constructivist approach 
to education (as opposed to a diffusion 
model), and connects it to the extended 
pragma-dialectical theory.

keywords: strategic manoeuvring, teaching argumentation, interview-analysis, dialecti-
cal responsibility 
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The direction of course-development: from toolbox to theory

How to teach (which theory of) argumentation1 successfully? This 
question, given the recent origin of many of today’s popular theories is 
pressing, as the analytical tools of (normative) models of argumenta-
tion are well developed, but their didactic merits are hard to ascertain. 
When opting for course content in teaching argumentation, however, 
it is not only the academic merit of theories that need to be taken into 
account, but also the need of the students, the level of cognitive de-
velopment, and the paradigmatic situations where students will utilize 
what they have learned. 

Generally in our practice at the BME we have found that for one se-
mester, 2 hours/week B.A. courses, especially for non-specialists (en-
gineering, natural sciences, economics students) traditional ’Informal 
Logic’ curricula appear suitable. In this scenario argumentation is not 
presented as theory-driven, but rather as practice-oriented (’toolbox’ 
approach). Courses familiarize students with results from social psy-
chology, some popular fallacies and the basics of argument-recon-
struction (without highlighting the difficulties of reconstructive ap-
proaches) and (formal and informal) argument schemes. 

For more advanced students (students who receive 4 hours/
week of instruction, over 1 or 2 semesters: High ability M.A students, 
Communication Studies majors, and PhD students) we have been ex-
perimenting with a number of alternatives to teach a more system-
atic approach to argumentation (’theory’-approach), generally taking 
the pragma-dialectical (PD) model as a baseline theory (Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 2004). 

The toolbox approach maximizes uptake of easy-to-utilize con-
tent-aspects of argumentation while teaching basic norms of argu-
mentation and analytical skills, the theory-approach is also building on 
and developing higher-level (reflective) cognitive skills, and problema-
tizes some of the content and some of the applications, by highlighting 
non-straightforward elements of analysis and reconstruction (e.g. how 
to determine whether arguments are coordinated or independent).

The PD-model, including the extended model, utilizing the concept 
of strategic manoeuvring, is suitable for advanced students, as it is 
built on a plausible theory of rationality (critical rationalism), it is solidly 

1 Support of the OTKA K-109456 grant (‘Integrative Argumentation Studies’) is 
acknowledged.
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grounded in discourse-analysis, and provides an example of reflective 
model-building by taking into account other theoretical options, and 
using a metatheory to set guidelines for reconstruction.

This paper explores some of the possibilities to transmit the the-
ory-approach in a way that reflection does not hamper application, i.e. 
that learning the more complex theories of argumentation do not slow 
down content uptake. The content  knowledge tackled in the Facebook 
coordinated groups included PD norms and recognition of instances of 
norm-violations, locating fallacies and naming them as well as ordering 
them to the PD dialectical rules. 

With respect to the new, ’extended’ PD theory of strategic ma-
noeuvring, the aim was to help students recognize the transitions that 
occur as the dialectical aims are hampered in a critical discussion,  as 
when the “rhetorical aim has gained the upper hand at the expense of 
achieving the dialectical goal” (Eemeren and Houtlosser, 2009, p. 5). It 
is not unnatural to think that the rhetorical aims often threaten fulfil-
ment of dialectical obligations, as people “also and perhaps even pri-
marily [are] interested in resolving the difference of opinion effectively 
in favor of their case, i.e. in agreement with their own standpoint or the 
position of those they represent” (Eemeren, 2010, p. 39). 

A case study: Csermely vs. Fábri in Versus on Universities

The interview that had been analysed during two of the courses 
was identical, to allow for easier comparison of results, even though the 
modules were designed differently for group A and B. The selected inter-
view was screened on HírTv, in the programme ’Versus,’ on 24 February 
2013. The programme’s host was Péter Csermely, an experienced re-
porter and the interviewed person was György Fábri, vice-rector of the 
Eötvös University (ELTE), an experienced spokesperson, former Head of 
the Communication Department at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.

The fact that both participants were experienced is important, as 
in this case one could assume that the performance in the debate is 
predominantly controlled, that the participants have ample experience 
to use situations to the best of their interests and aims. The topic of 
the discussion was the Politics of Education: a recently intensifying 
debate that in late 2012 even resulted in student protests and forced 
the Hungarian government to change some of the short term plans for 
reforming higher education in the country. 
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An interview situation is not, strictly speaking, a ’rational debate,’ 
but utilizing the ’ideal’ of critical discussion is a helpful tool to analyse 
speakers in many interviews.

Traditional (academic) argumentation theory in a diffusion model 
(Group A)

The target set for Group A was a detailed study of the interview, 
finalized in a format suitable for online publication and an srt file that 
could be downloaded and viewed together with the original video2, 
giving a ’real-time’ analysis of the debate. To achieve this, the class 
was first divided into pairs, each responsible for analysing up to four 
minutes of the video, to locate fallacies/derailments/non-admissible 
questions, instantiations of what I call ‘theoretical’ concepts.

Once this preliminary analysis was carried out, and the discussion 
was thematically segmented, the class was divided into working groups 
focusing on specific aspects of the whole dialogue. The groups had to 
focus on the following themes:

 – The institutional setting, forms of debate, the media landscape 
relevant for analysing the interview.

 – Heterogeneous message-design: detecting the range of ad-
dressees that the communicators had, and showing how and when 
the various ‘personas’ are used by the participants during the debate 
to achieve optimal manoeuvring in various phases of the debate (also 
looking for conflicts/inconsistencies).

 – The asymmetries of the debate, gestures, metacommunication 
and argumentation: the detection of co-occurrences of e.g. specific 
derailments (on either side) with specific behavioural patterns of the 
speakers. 

As the document produced by the class was around 50 pages, the 
next phase (in two steps) was designed to 

 – produce a ‘compressed’ srt file, using subtitle-edit (for ‘didactic’ 
purposes)

 – produce an ‘optimal’ length document, to summarize the efforts 
of the class (for ‘academic’ purposes). 

2 https://www.dropbox.com/s/20e8onutsqcy3mc/Versus%20-%20Mi%20folyik%20
az%20egyetemen-%20-%20Hallgat%C3%B3i%20szerz%C5%91d%C3%A9s%20
helyett%20tand%C3%ADj-%20-%202013.02.24-360p.mp4 
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The series of attempts to reduce the size of the document and to 
correct mistakes showed that even M.A. students generally prefer to 
produce output with limited responsibility: even though they desired 
the potential (positive) effect of going public with the document as a 
community, they were unwilling (either in groups or individually) to take 
responsibility for finalizing the document or to ‘meddle’ with sentences 
written by their peers.  

Fig 1. Group A (2012/3): For two of the four-hour sessions the group had to 
organize the work schedule on Facebook; no instruction was given

As a result, the class never met the more ambitious target (a pub-
lishable document, meeting academic standards), but the last version 
of the srt file (designed to force students to condense and cleanse the 
‘data’ they wanted to present) is highly informative, containing only 
few imprecisions and mistakes in the final form, adaptable for e.g. B.A. 
teaching (with some reservations). It contains over 200 entries, and is 
just under 2000 words.
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Alternative behavioural trait-analysis in a contextual model 
(Group B)

Learning to apply theoretical concepts of argumentation is not 
without difficulties: my experience so far suggests that even 1-2 se-
mesters of relevant training (logic, argumentation, social psychology) 
leaves recognition of ‘data’ with higher complexity rather imprecise 
(correctly locating and naming occurrences of fallacies or PD rule 
violations), and requires several rounds of revision and correction to 
weed mistakes out from documents. 

Consequently, I came to believe that the correct use of the key 
concepts of pragma-dialectics is a specialist expertise that needs 
several semesters of exposure and practice to develop. Hoping that 
a didactically more fruitful starting point can be found, a contextual-
model to teaching argumentation was adapted instead of the general 
diffusion-model (Gregory & Miller, 1998), assuming that existing tacit 
knowledge and transmuted non-specialist expertise (Collins & Evans, 
2007) can be utilised to further the educational goals.

The same interview was used to develop observation skills in the 
pattern-recognition exercise that formed the basis of the exercise 
sequence taken with Group B. The ‘trait-analysis’ exercise took in-
tuitively significant traits and registered occurrences of their specific 
tokens. Each observer contributed to a unidimensional description of 
the diadic interaction. The didactic reason for developing the exercise 
was to highlight the problem of categorisation for the analyst, and to 
introduce co-opted rhetorical and dialectical analysis.

According to the instruction, single-trait descriptions were re-
quested from each member of Group B, where traits were picked 
by the individuals, after uninstructed exposure to the videotaped 
Csermely-Fábri debate, a latency period, and a request to pick (name 
and describe) a relevant trait that the individual thinks has about 
5-10 occurrences in the approximately twenty-minute dialogue. 

This exercise was used for various purposes. On the one hand, it 
provided valuable assessment of observation skills, content-knowl-
edge uptake, and methodological awareness. As students could freely 
pick any category as a trait, this allowed them to use either previ-
ous existing knowledge (e.g. specific fallacies, norms, speech-act 
categories, etc.) or their general competences on judging human be-
haviour and argumentative performance (e.g. ‘forced/elicited move-
ment,’ ‘changes in pitch,’ ‘speech breaks due to performance-errors’). 
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In both cases a number of students realized  that a category they 
thought they knew well enough to pick as their sole ‘trait’ was in fact 
not embedded in their web of concepts or was not supported well 
enough with ‘paradigmatic examples’ so as to allow them to pick oc-
currences reliably from the speech- and video-stream. (As homework 
they had to develop a one page ‘operationalization’ of the category, 
as counting their occurrences hinged on ‘precisely’ how the term is 
used.) In addition, the number of occurrences of the previous trait 
was often estimated widely ‘off the mark.’ Trait-occurrences were 
usually underestimated.

As mentioned earlier with respect to Group A, the students gen-
erally struggle with locating and naming occurrences of fallacies or 
PD rule violations correctly, and after several rounds of revision and 
correction to weed mistakes out, some salient mistakes remain in 
their submitted documents that are easily recognized by a more ad-
vanced analysts (e.g. teacher trainees). 

This was also the case with Group B, suggesting that teaching 
argumentation builds on sub-skills that themselves have ‘time-re-
quirements’: while teaching ‘propositional logic’ may be done in a few 
weeks, teaching the skill to parse natural language arguments with 
this specific abstract and symbolic language is often not achieved in 
one whole semester. 

The same could be said with respect to ‘basic’ pragmatics 
(speech act categories, implicatures, dialectical norms), and of fal-
lacies: embedding content knowledge takes time, and expertise is re-
fined over the years. This implies particular threats for teaching sce-
narios where content is to be utilized after graduation in contributory 
expert-roles. 

The gathering of less complex data (speech-breaks, marked 
changes in position, pitch, or speech-speed), however, yielded sur-
prising results, appeared to be in most cases verifiable, and allowed 
for complex data-analysis (including priming, mirroring, and rever-
beration effects, intensity changes, coordination-patterns, and trig-
gering in a 20-35 dimensional space), and with further development 
might be used both as a didactic tool to bypass the problems men-
tioned earlier concerning instruction-periods, and as a research tool 
for more systematic study.

The unit appeared instructional as it drew students’ attention to 
their personal differences in memory-distortion as well as to general 
methodological issues. I, therefore, first outline the preliminary re-
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sults, before discussing in some detail the rationale for the unusual 
analytical tool for argument-analysis that resembles more animal 
studies of behavioural-response to various stimuli3 than traditional 
discourse analysis or (in)formal logic.

Fig 2. Group B Facebook page

Preliminary results of exploratory hypothesis generation

Group B was divided into four working units (N, E, S, W), and re-
ceived the aggregated data (an excel file with all traits and the times of 
trait-occurrences as registered by peers) printed in one copy. Students 
could double-check any of the trait-descriptions uploaded to the 
Facebook-group page before class. 

For initial hypothesis-generation two out of the four groups dif-
ferentiated tokens as belonging to speakers (N, S), while two groups 
disregarded the source (E, W). Two groups were instructed to first focus 
on reflective/dialectical/verbal traits, in general the higher level, more 
theoretical categories (S, W), while two groups focused first on somat-
ic, reflexive traits, lower level, and more somatic/affective states (N, 
E). As many traits were linked to the video-stream, which – unlike the 
audio stream – was non-continuous, this division was used to enable 
a basic mapping that downplays the asymmetries in the data stream.

3 One can make observations at specific intervals (not used), one can observe 
instances of a certain category of actions and register the time of occurrence, 
or one can register the duration of certain states.
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Each working unit therefore started from a particular perspec-
tive with respect to data handling, and they could assume interaction 
across dimensions, or study simply frequency changes. Attempts were 
made at targeting various levels of data, with respect to their direct 
accessibility and level of abstraction and the class could create mean-
ingful hypotheses based on the individuated research projects within 
an hour. These initial hypotheses were refined in class, discussed in 
the group, and as homework the groups handed in protocols of their 
hypothesis formation and testing (they could use the operationalized 
‘definitions’ of traits, as well as the text produced by Group A).

Most working units generated hypotheses that were concerned 
with the temporal distribution of tokens. E.g. “Is there anything around 
minute 8 (also coinciding with a change in topic) that changes non-
verbal traits of the speakers?” Unit (E) found that some traits increase, 
some decrease markedly:

Trait First 8 minutes Second 8 minutes
Change in tone 5 13
Forced (unintentional) movement 2 13
Looks aside 25 13
Stops/breaks in speech 30 23

A specific glance aside by Fábri and the fact that in the 15th minute 
both speakers talk for seconds at the same time was one of the most 
interesting focal points that students picked, reasoning that this short 
period (the only ‘dual-talk’ episode of the interview) might be respon-
sible for changing the ‘tone’ of the debate and the performance of the 
debaters. The unit (N) focused on frequency changes:

Trait
Csermely 

pre 15.17

Csermely 

post 15.17

Fábri pre 

15.17

Fábri post 

15.17
Look aside 0,26 0,23 0,33 1,37
+ reinforce 0,33 0 0,72 0,11
- reinforce 0,13 0,55 0,33 0,33
breaks 0,46 0,34 0,39 0,23

Another unit (S) focused on the dynamics. From the 10th minute 
there is an increase in non-approval of cognitive content in utterances 
of both parties (irony, disapproval at beginning of sentence, negative 
reaction, interrupting speech of the other, abusive words), and found 
that after the 15th minute both hand gestures and smiling become 
more marked in Fábri’s case, and he appears to gain dominance over 
Csermely in the last minutes.
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The fourth unit aggregated non-verbal traits (W), to find that – 
given five-minute intervals – there is a marked increase between min-
utes 10-15, and a gradual decrease between minutes 15-20.

Multi-channel parsing of a ’critical discussion’ (Group C)

As some of the previously summarized findings by the working 
units of Group B appeared highly original, I designed in the same se-
mester (2013/4, II) a control instruction module, where in a non-ad-
vanced elective course (same age-group, 22-25, high ability students, 
Corvinus SzISz College) students had to work independently on inde-
pendently selected interviews, and provide short essays on discussing 
findings/results after one joint session. 

The members of Group C (mostly Economics students) were in-
structed to analyse discourse from an argumentative perspective in 
their essays. Generally, they preferred to use reconstructions of argu-
ment structure, at times propositional logical redescriptions, or cat-
egorizations of fallacies. They were also asked to watch the interview, 
preferably several times, with sleeping periods in between, and to 
search for traits in either verbal or non-verbal behaviour that appear 
either more or less salient than remembered from previous exposures.

The results suggest that students can access relevant connec-
tions that are characteristic of individuals and the multi-channel stim-
ulus-analysis allows for a heretofore unusual level of dialectification. 

Preliminary observations in the two versions of the exercise (Group 
B as a group-exercise, Group C as individual project) suggest that some 
traits are more connected to internalized social regulations than oth-
ers, some more to homeostasis: taking part in a debate is a (multi-)
goal-directed action. Some functional components can be somatic, 
some affective, and some cognitive. 

As good critical discussants are expected to behave in certain 
ways, just as vehement arguers are expected to behave in certain ways, 
the ‘tone’ of the debate is bound to be reflected both on the level of ut-
terance, and, e.g. on the level of hand gestures. And as there is ample 
variation in what individuals consider as a salient trait of a change in 
the ‘tone’ of the debate, their various non-specialist expertise regard-
ing derailments from rational discourse could be used as crutches dur-
ing the exercise. This helped to (partly) explicate ‘lay’ assumptions of a 
generally (partially) tacit knowledge-domain, and helped to transform 
the non-specialist expertise into transmuted expertise.



273

The exercise treated the students primarily not as receivers of 
knowledge/content (diffusion model), but as ‘containers’ of valuable 
observations and tacit knowledge. This approach resituates teaching 
argumentation in a contextual (and constructivist) didactic framework.

The exercise is used to ‘map’ a manifold, but instead of an exclu-
sive definition of a function (e.g. that it is the resolution of a difference 
of opinion, or that it is a primarily egocentric knowledge seeking-activ-
ity, or action to change the affective or somatic state of an individual), 
it assumes that the mapped manifold is – in some way or another - a 
multi-target redescription of the debate. As various sets of goals can 
be delineated (and one of these can be a suitably picked theory, e.g. 
PD), it becomes possible to study the boundary conditions of the criti-
cal discussion. Non-exclusive matching allows for a parallel-process, 
multi-target mapping, where cues - for example, when people ‘derail’ 
- can be correlated with the changing dynamics of the debate. 

Dialectical responsibility of training critical discussants

To the extent that dialectical effectiveness of moves can be calcu-
lated, a critical discussant is responsible to pick dialectically effective 
moves. Pragma-dialecticians appear to say something similar when 
they state that: “The fulfillment of the second-order conditions can 
be promoted by good training” (Eemeren & Grootendorst 2004, p. 37). 
Their didactic advice is that training should encourage “reflection on 
the aims and merits of argumentation” as, in their parlance, “compli-
ance with second-order conditions can to some extent be stimulated 
by education that is methodically directed at reflection on the first-or-
der rules and understanding their rationale” (Eemeren & Grootendorst 
2004, p. 37, 189). 

Reflecting on first-order rules and understanding their rationale 
prepares the arguers to use non-fallacious moves. Responsibility in 
this sense is primarily avoiding norm-violations. Yet, compliance with 
“second order conditions” is conditional upon many factors, and derail-
ment-free argumentative activity also implies that during successful 
strategic manoeuvring the arguers are dialectically effective, their ut-
terances facilitate cooperative behaviour (of both parties, if possible) 
that is in line with the dialectical aims of the discussion. Dialectical 
effectiveness of the parties is a prerequisite to a critical discussion, 
and is therefore a key element of successful teaching of argumenta-
tive skills. Dialectical responsibility emerges when a party aims to be 
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dialectically effective and is able to choose dialectically effective moves 
(Zemplén & Kertész 2011). 

If we think of any teaching situation, any kind of didactic inter-
vention, where the aim is to develop skills for critical discussion, we 
can think of many ways to increase the dialectical effectiveness of the 
parties. The exercise described takes a broader range of operationalis-
able tokens as a mapped manifold than what discourse analysts (in 
this case the PD-model) usually consider as necessary or sufficient.  
Consider, for example, pragma-dialectics, parsing up interactions and 
pairing behavioural elements (mapping speech acts) with discussion 
stages: 

“Each of the four stages in the process of resolving a difference of 
opinion is characterized by having a specific dialectical objective. 
Because, as a matter of course, the parties want to realize these ob-
jectives to the best advantage of the position they have adopted, ev-
ery dialectical objective has its rhetorical analogue. In each discus-
sion stage, the rhetorical goals of the participants will be dependent 
on – and therefore run parallel with – their dialectical goals, because 
in each stage they are out to achieve the dialectical results that serve 
their rhetorical purposes best. As a consequence, the specifications 
of the rhetorical aims that may be attributed to the participants in 
the discourse must take place according to dialectical stage. This is 
the methodological reason why the study of strategic manoeuvring 
that we propose boils down to a systematic integration of rhetorical 
insight in a dialectical – in our case, pragma-dialectical – framework 
of analysis.” (Eemeren, 2009, p.66)

Assuming differentiability4 between slower, ’critical,’ reflective be-
lief-generating processes and reflexive information processes - gen-
erally pre-linguistic somatic, reactive responses - enables a broader 
functionalization and dialectification of ’elements of discourse.’ What 
if the optimal functioning of the reflective system can be hampered, 
influencing dialectical and rhetorical performance, by e.g. specifi-

4 This was a theoretical framework that was outlined to the students, based on 
(Lieberman, 2003). The approach needs to be flexible enough to map the con-
ceptual framework to ongoing research (Hodgkinson et al., 2008, Lieberman et 
al., 2004, Stanovich & West 2000). For other possible dual-processes, consider 
e.g. (Mercier & Sperber, 2009).
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cally triggering reflexive processes? A heated debate significantly af-
fects the neuro-endocrine system5, and in interview situations certain 
gestures can contribute to provoking derailments. What if there are 
somatic responses to (internalized) norm-violations, or a number of 
priming, retention, and exhaustion effects that influence participation 
in a critical discussion?

The exploratory module and the trait-registering exercise relied 
on a broader range of patterns than traditional discourse analysis. 
Instead of parsing just the speech elements and using highly abstract 
theoretical concepts, it mapped somatic responses, language-related 
gestures, as well as linguistic phenomena as traits. The exercise pro-
vided a significantly broader framework than parsing an interaction to 
sentences, speech acts, or moves, the usual toolbox of argumentation-
analysis. Note that ‘events’ are not simply ordered, put in a sequence in 
this rendering of a dialogue, but are temporally positioned. Phenomena 
might not just be tokens, but also frequency changes, or patterns of 
coordination. This provides a rich topography of the debate for the 
learner, bridging theoretical concepts of argumentation theory and 
tacit components of knowledge.
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Social NetworkiNg aNd complexity

V i o r e l G u l i c i u c
“Stefan cel Mare” University

Social networking brings with it some new 
challenges for the scientific research: is it 
a Social phenomenon? is it a technologi-
cal phenomenon? and most importantly: 
does it have some philosophical lessons 
to learn about it? etc.
the main challenge is the one related to 
its complexity. accepting the idea of a so-
cial networking’s complexity, one will also 

have to accept the features of complexity 
for any social network: non-linearity, un-
predictability etc.
this leads to the question of the appro-
priate perspectives and methods in the 
study of social networking and the pos-
sibilities of obtaining good estimations 
for their tendencies and future develop-
ments.

keywords: social networking, complexity, linearity, predictability, philosophy
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An introduction

The humankind is experiencing the information revolution – the 
Fourth Revolution if it is to use Luciano Floridi’s – past and future – 
genuine description (Floridi, 2014)  – the very one in which the infos-
phere – as “an environment, like a biosphere, that is populated by in-
formational entities called inforgs“ Wikipedia) – is reshaping human 
reality and even human identity.

During these times, in an unprecedented attempt to broaden the 
connections and communication between human beings, the new 
technologies and especially the new media technologies used “for so-
cial networking such as Facebook, MySpace, Twitter and YouTube be-
gan to transform the social, political and informational practices of 
individuals and institutions across the globe, inviting a philosophical 
response from the community of applied ethicists and philosophers of 
technology” (Vallor, 2012).     

Those transformations provoked the philosophers to consider the 
“Social Hyperreality” (Borgmann) or the “Internet Sociality” (Dreyfus) 
as challenges for a re-started discussion on the relationship of the hu-
man beings and technology, somehow following the Heideggerian per-
spective on technology as a monolithic, singular and a deterministic 
force in human actions.

While some researchers claim that “[Social hyperreality] has al-
ready begun to transform the social fabric…At length it will lead to a 
disconnected, disembodied, and disoriented sort of life…It is obviously 
growing and thickening, suffocating reality and rendering human-
ity less mindful and intelligent” (Borgmann, 1992), others insists that 
“anyone using the Net who was led to risk his or her real identity in the 
real world would have to act against the grain of what attracted him or 
her to the Net in the first place” (Dreyfus, 2004), or consider that the 
new social technologies are increasingly leading human beings to ex-
perience alienation in connectedness (Turkle, 2011). 

There were even more critical approaches of the online networking 
forces affecting human identity, [approaches] where the Net (Internet) 
is considered as having a hegemonic action against human diversity, in 
the Age/Era of Globalization (Guliciuc & Guliciuc, 2004).
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Very Short Discussion

There is a real fascination in various research fields (sociology, 
psychology, anthropology, biology, information science, semiotics, lit-
erary studies, political science, economics etc.) regarding the informa-
tion realm in contemporary approaches of social networking. Corre-
spondingly, the theories of the (online) social networking – Graph theo-
ry, Balance theory, Social comparison theory,  Social identity approach, 
Structural Role Theory, Heterophily Theory, Complexity a.o. – are also 
various. 

When considering the features/the characteristics of the (online) 
social networks, the perspective of the complexity remains one of the 
most challenging for the contemporary philosophical research. Ac-
cepting this claim, let us agree with the following observation: “the idea 
of complexity is sometimes said to be part of a new unifying frame-
work for science, and a revolution in our understanding of systems 
the behaviour of which has proved difficult to predict and control thus 
far, such as the human brain and the world economy” As “complexity” 
seems to be an umbrella-term, “it is important to ask whether there 
is such a thing as complexity science, rather than merely branches of 
different sciences, each of which have to deal with their own examples 
of complex systems.” In other words asking: “is there a single natural 
phenomenon called complexity, which is found in a variety of physical 
(including living) systems, and which can be the subject of a single sci-
entific theory, or are the different examples of complex systems com-
plex in ways that sometimes have nothing in common?” (Ladyman et 
al., 2012). 

Even today, a “complex system” is still an ambiguous term, as 
“there is no generally accepted formal definition of “complex system.” 
However, in the case of the description of a complex system and of its 
properties / features, the situation is by far much better: informally, 
a complex system is a large network of relatively simple components 
with no central control, in which emergent complex behavior is exhib-
ited.” Therefore, “roughly, the notion of emergence refers to the fact 
that the system’s global behavior is not only complex but arises from 
the collective actions of the simple components, and that the mapping 
from individual actions to collective behavior is non-trivial.” This is why 
“the complexity of the system’s global behavior is typically character-
ized in terms of the patterns it forms, the information processing that 
it accomplishes, and the degree to which this pattern formation and 
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information processing are adaptive for the system that is, increase 
its success in some evolutionary or competitive context.” Moreover, “in 
characterizing behavior, complex-systems scientists use tools from a 
variety of disciplines, including nonlinear dynamics, information theory, 
computation theory, behavioral psychology, and evolutionary biology, 
among others” (Mitchell, 2006).

Under these conditions, let us agree with the following observa-
tion: “even a very cursory overview of the complexity literature identi-
fies a wide range of notions, created for different purposes under dif-
fering conceptions of what “complexity” might mean, and employed in 
differing ways.” While “some have used ‘complexity’ in a fairly intuitive 
fashion to describe systems which seem complex, others have devel-
oped extremely specific formalisms capturing particular aspects of the 
natural language term. Like the aspects captured, the intended ‘tar-
gets’ of these definitions are not all alike: in some cases, complexity 
is framed in terms of processes or algorithms; in others, systems, se-
quences, or static objects are assumed to be under evaluation. Some 
definitions of complexity are constructed around stochastic assump-
tions (e.g., thermodynamic depth), while others are deterministic (e.g., 
Kolmogorov-Chaitin complexity). Even in terms of operationalization, 
one finds definitions of complexity which are largely of theoretical in-
terest (such as the above-mentioned Kolmogorov-Chaitin measure), 
and others which are framed in measurable terms…” (Butts, 2000).

Our human world, our societies, groups, networks etc. displays ev-
erywhere some characteristics considered essential for the complex 
systems, as they are aggregates of many (sometimes very different) 
elements, having multiple and multi-level disordered, but also highly 
ordered interactions and probing memory in their functioning (Lady-
man, 2012).

This is why our Internet based Society/Information Society is a 
research subject naturally related to complexity. Indeed, “in many 
ways, complexity is the science of the Information Society – the two 
are closely inter-related. IT systems of all kinds are complex systems. 
Information Society as a whole is a complex system, with information 
technologies providing the interconnections and correlations that in-
troduce high non-linearities.” Obviously and conversely, “information 
technology is an essential tool in the study of complexity. The non-lin-
ear equations that characterise complex systems are rarely amenable 
to solution by analytical methods, and we rely instead on computerised 
methods involving simulation and searching.” So, the natural conclu-
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sions are: “the science of complexity relies upon information technol-
ogy as an essential tool. But equally, this emerging science may help us 
gain new insights into the Information Society, and new understanding” 
(Antoniou et. al. 2000).

Considering the differences between the social media and the 
social networking as being similar to the difference between sharing/
transmitting information and engaging information (Hartshorn, 2010) 
we have to say that “Social Media is about building an intentional com-
munity… real communities…where you can engage with those topics 
and people that are important to you,” when “Social networking is the 
grouping of individuals into specific groups, like small rural commu-
nities or a neighborhood subdivision, if you will.  Although social net-
working is possible in person, especially in the workplace, universities, 
and high schools, it is most popular online.” The cause seems simple: 
“unlike most high schools, colleges, or workplaces, the internet is filled 
with millions of individuals who are looking to meet other people, to 
gather and share first-hand information and experiences about cook-
ing, golfing, gardening, developing friendships professional alliances, 
finding employment, business-to-business marketing and even groups 
sharing information about baking cookies to the Thrive Movement.  The 
topics and interests are as varied and rich as the story of our universe” 
(Brown, 2009).

One of the best known social networks is Facebook, just because 
of its magnitude – and precisely that magnitude is related to its com-
plexity and it is philosophically challenging us. “This is what is so valu-
able about Facebook: the indeterminate meaning of so much of what it 
is, and what it does. This indeterminacy allows us users plenty of space 
to make things mean what we want them to. If there’s anything humans 
are good at, it’s creating meaning through social interactions. The mer-
est glance, a trembling of the lips, a furrowed brow: every slightest sign 
can mean so much and speak so many volumes – but only because 
each of these signs, on their own and out of context, don’t mean any-
thing, but are only openings of spaces of a variety of different possible 
meanings, depending on context, history, environment, and mood. 
Facebook gives us the same richness of interaction because it, too, 
fails to determine the meaning of our relationships and communica-
tions.” Yet, “Jean-Paul Sartre claimed that our lives were meaningless 
in this same sense: that they have no given meaning. The meaning of 
our lives is up to us to create! This is both liberating and terrifying. How 
are we going to decide what has value and meaning in the world? It’s 
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hard to say, exactly, but every action we take asserts some meaning 
or other, some value or other, and so we build up our own versions of 
meaningful lives through the choices we make. It’s the same way with 
Facebook, except that, on Facebook, our friends play just as large a 
role as we do in determining what Facebook is, and what it means (if 
anything).” Finally “the point from Sartre tells us why there’s so much 
disagreement about what Facebook means: There’s so much disagree-
ment, not because there are so many ways to think about Facebook, 
but because there are so many different Facebooks” (Wittkower, 2010).

That disagreement about what Facebook means – as an essential 
playground for the identity of a social network and for our identities 
within it, introduces the problem of the features of a social network as 
a complex system.

Among the main characteristics/features of a complex system 
– so, equally, among the features/characteristics of the online social 
networks, “non-linearity” – the whole is more than the sum of the parts 
and the “non-predictability” – the future evolution of the whole can-
not be deduced from the future evolution of the parts and/or their sum 
– are particularly important for a philosophical research, as they are 
probing a different perspective of the acquisition of knowledge than the 
actual one, based on full and exclusive genericity.

Indeed, a “complex system” is “any system which involves a num-
ber of elements, arranged in structure(s) which can exist on many 
scales. These go through processes of change that are not describable 
by a single rule nor are reducible to only one level of explanation, these 
levels often include features whose emergence cannot be predicted 
from their current specifications” (Kirshbaum, 2002). A weak predict-
ability is associated to “complex” systems everywhere, just because 
“complex” cannot be reduced to “complicated.”

This applies to the linearity feature as well, as the whole cannot be 
reduced to the sum of its parts. “Nonlinearity is often considered to be 
essential for complexity. A system is linear if one can add any two solu-
tions to the equations that describe it and obtain another, and multiply 
any solution by any factor and obtain another. Nonlinearity means that 
this superposition principle does not apply.” Moreover, “in the popular 
and philosophical literature on complex systems a lot of heat and very 
little light is liable to be generated by talk of linearity and non-linearity. 
For example, Klaus Mainzer claims that ‘linear thinking and the belief 
that the whole is only the sum of its parts are evidently obsolete.’” Yet, 
“it is not explained what is meant by linear thinking nor what non-lin-
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earity has to do with the denial of ontological reductionism. Further-
more, an obvious response to this kind of claim is to point out that it 
is perfectly possible to think in a linear way about systems that ex-
hibit non-linear dynamics. Unfortunately, the discussion of complexity 
abounds with non-sequiters involving nonlinearity. However, nonlinear-
ity must be considered an important part of the theory of complexity 
if there is to be one, since certainly many complex systems are also 
non-linear systems” (James Ladyman et. al. 2012).

Those characteristics are somehow sending us, when consider-
ing the very nature of a social network (in our case, Facebook) to the 
nature of another complex system: language. “In the Tractatus Logico 
Philosophicus, Wittgenstein argued for a representational theory of 
language. He described this as a ‘picture theory’ of language: reality 
(‘the world’) is a vast collection of facts that we can picture in language, 
assuming that our language has an adequate logical form. ‘The world 
is the totality of facts, not of things’, Wittgenstein claimed, and these 
facts are structured in a logical way. The goal of philosophy, for early 
Wittgenstein, was to pare language back to its logical form, the better 
to picture the logical form of the world” (Rayner, 2014).

Conclusion

Let us remember that Wittgenstein himself has later rejected 
the perspective on language as “picture theory.” “Wittgenstein’s shift 
in thinking, between the Tractatus and the Investigations, maps the 
general shift in twentieth century philosophy from logical positivism 
to behaviourism and pragmatism. It is a shift from seeing language as 
a fixed structure imposed upon the world to seeing it as a fluid struc-
ture that is intimately bound up with our everyday practices and forms 
of life. For later Wittgenstein, creating meaningful statements is not a 
matter of mapping the logical form of the world. It is a matter of using 
conventionally-defined terms within ‘language games’ that we play out 
in the course of everyday life. ‘In most cases, the meaning of a word is 
its use’, Wittgenstein claimed, in perhaps the most famous passage in 
the Investigations. It ain’t what you say, it’s the way that you say it, and 
the context in which you say it. Words are how you use them” (Rayner, 
2014).

Nowadays there is a shift is from postmodernism to transmod-
ernism. This is why for us, the motif of Wittgenstein’s shift is related 
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to its early perspective behind-a-Weltanschauung-like-description of 
language as a complex system: a static deep linearity and an equally 
static deep predictability. For such an approach, a complex system – 
the language (and the world) or nowadays social network as, for ex-
ample, Facebook,– remains a perfect German-like-engine, infinitely 
complicated, but not complex. This is why, later Wittgenstein used the 
metaphor of the rope to describe / to indicate the world, similar to what 
we could nowadays say, using our social networking experience: islands 
of order floating in an ocean of no-order/meaning - (yet) in a perma-
nent-order/meaning - search-and-construction.

Or, such a perspective sends us to a very different model of knowl-
edge acquisition and genericity. 

Linearity and predictability are essential for a classic, Newtonian-
like model of knowledge acquisition and of the world itself, one reduc-
ing the complex diversity to the simple complicated diversity. Here we 
are facing a reductionist model and understanding of the being, re-
ducing all x to y, a model where the universality is presuppositionally 
considered as pure genericity (Guliciuc, 2009).

Instead, in the case of the (online) social networks – as it is Face-
book’s case, as well as in the case of language itself, under postmoder-
nity, the genericity forces cannot provide a traditional explanation, but 
a complex one, where non-linearity and non-predictability are highly 
important for accepting the foundational irreducibility of the human 
world, the human being and the being itself: we are condemned to be 
different. Or, in other words: our diversity is irreducible.

Here, no one will claim: “I look the face I have before the world was 
made” (Yeats), just because “search engines find the information, not 
necessarily the truth” (Amit Kalantri).

In social networking our search for truth exhibits both our and its 
irreducible complexity.
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Challenge for 21st Century eduCators: 
Build a 1st Century attitude

S t e p h a n u S M .  d e  B r u i j n
Driestar University

new media give rise to substantial concerns 
among educators and teachers. some fear 
may cause irreversible damage to young 
people’s brains eventually causing psycho-
logical disorders. at the same time, schools 
are increasingly using computers and 
tablets for educational purposes. despite 
the number of questions still unanswered 
so far, educators and teachers worldwide 
teach young people so-called 21st century 
skills, such as information literacy, collabo-
ration, communication, problem solving, 
citizenship, creativity, and innovation. the 
main motive for this approach is to em-
power young people for the change from an 
industrial society into a knowledge society. 
there are few doubts about the importance 
of these skills. however, the initiative for 
developing the framework of 21st century 
skills comes mainly from the private sector 
and the debate about these skills was in-
fluenced by economic interests. this paper 
describes the necessity of the development 
of a set of competences that is essential for 
responsible media use from another point 
of view. Media use not only affects how we 
work together and how we can be produc-
tive in our 21st century jobs, but it also af-

fects our personal relationships, well-being, 
moral standards, empathic qualities, ability 
to concentrate, and so on. that is why we 
are proposing a set of 1st century attitudes 
to be achieved by children and young peo-
ple as a basic pre-requisite for media use, 
in order to enhance personal competences 
and stimulate pro-social behaviour. 
the proposed framework consists of four 
elements: 1. Personal attitude; 2. Cognitive 
attitude; 3. social attitude; 4. organiza-
tional attitude.  
Pointing at those 1st century attitudes in 
education is not a new phenomenon. these 
attitudes were derived from biblical and 
hellenistic culture and values. however, in 
this framework, they are specifically adapt-
ed to media use and proposed as funda-
mental qualities. the aforementioned 21st 
century skills can be built on this balanced 
foundation. this framework is currently be-
ing developed for the curriculum of a group 
of primary schools, secondary schools, and 
vocational training institutes for pupils aged 
6 to 20 years old in the netherlands. this 
would apply to a total of more than 50.000 
pupils and students, and all schools in-
volved are Christian schools. 

keywords: 21st century skills, curriculum, media literacy, media education
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Undoubtedly, the rise of new communication media such as Face-
book, Twitter, YouTube, and WhatsApp is not only associated with ad-
vantages and opportunities, but also with serious drawbacks, espe-
cially for young people. Although there are still more questions than 
answers, there are serious concerns about the consequences of heavy 
use of social media for this so-called Generation Y (reviewed by Bolton 
et al., 2013), such as loss of privacy, cyber bullying, depression, loneli-
ness, and risky behaviour. 

How should the present generation of teachers and educators re-
spond and what is the best way to anticipate? These questions are hard 
to answer, since there is still quite some debate about the downside 
of social media use. Although it seems too early to predict long term 
effects, several authors are worried about the consequences (Carr, 
2010; Turkle, 2010; Rosen, 2012), and some of them have made very 
strong statements. For example, in his non-specialist book Digitale De-
menz, Spitzer (2012) warned about serious and irreversible damage to 
children’s brains due to excessive media use. He extrapolated several 
studies on media use and concluded that digital media use and multi-
tasking cause stress and counteract the ability of self-control. Spitzer 
feared that insomnia, anxiety, and depression will eventually cause de-
mentia in young people. The book raised a public debate in Germany 
and in the Netherlands though it was refuted by some experts (e.g., 
Valkenburg, 2013).  

In the meantime, the use of computers, tablets, and mobiles in 
schools is on the rise. According to the National Centre for Education 
Statistics in the United States, the ratio of computers with internet 
access to students in public schools increased from 1 to 6.6 in 2000 
to 1 to 3.1 in 2008 (Snyder & Dillow, 2013). More and more schools 
intend to replace textbooks with computers and tablets. It has been 
forecasted that in the United Kingdom the number of tablets in schools 
and academies will increase by a factor of 7 by the end of 2020 (British 
Educational Suppliers Association, 2013). 

It is expected that this rise in computer use at schools will also 
stimulate use at home. For example, the One Laptop Per Child program 
in Peru increased the number of computers per student to 1.18, com-
pared to 0.12 in schools in the control group. This program also con-
siderably stimulated private use of computers. Of the treatment stu-
dents, 42 percent reported home use in the previous week compared 
to 4 percent in the control group (Christia, Ibarrarán, Cueto, Santiago 
& Severín, 2012). The authors of the report found indications that “in-
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creased computer use did not alter the time allocated to reading or 
to doing homework” but “laptop use may shift time spent reading and 
doing homework to other types of activities such as playing computer 
games.”

At the same time, there is increasing pressure on educators and 
teachers worldwide to teach young people so-called 21st century skills 
such as information literacy, collaboration, communication, problem 
solving, citizenship, creativity, and innovation. 

In this paper, I will discuss several of these models of 21st cen-
tury skills in relation to their background and to the health concerns 
mentioned above. Next, I will put forward a framework of 1st century 
attitudes to be achieved by children and young people as a basic pre-
requisite for media use, in order to enhance personal competences and 
stimulate pro-social behaviour.

Results and Discussion

Stakeholders of 21st Century Skills

As cited by Magaña and Marzano (2014), many authors stress that 
educational systems require a fundamental transformation in order to 
stimulate the use of Web 2.0 tools and to meet the needs of mind work-
ers in the knowledge society. However, the initiative for developing the 
framework of 21st century skills comes mainly from the private sector. 
As an EU report stated, “Young people need a wider range of compe-
tences than ever before to flourish in a globalised economy and in in-
creasingly diverse societies. Many will work in jobs that do not yet exist. 
Many will need advanced linguistic, intercultural, and entrepreneurial 
capacities. Technology will continue to change the world in ways we 
cannot imagine” (European Commission, 2008).  

So far, contributions to the debate on these skills have come 
mainly from public and private organisations but not from the educa-
tion sector (Voogt & Roblin, 2012). Several leading technology and me-
dia companies, such as AOL, Apple, Cisco, Dell, Intel, Microsoft, and SAP, 
have contributed to the frameworks that have been developed thus far, 
obviously since they were the first to see the need for knowledge work-
ers and lifelong learning. 

As expected, this is also reflected in the frameworks themselves. 
Voogt and Roblin (2012) analysed 59 documents and found “strong 
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agreements on the need for competences in the areas of communica-
tion, collaboration, ICT-related competences, and social and/or cultural 
awareness. Creativity, critical thinking, problem-solving, and the ca-
pacity to develop relevant and high quality products are also regarded 
as important competences in the 21st-century by most frameworks.”

A closer look at one of the main frameworks, designed by the Part-
nership for 21st Century Skills, reveals that the recommended skills are 
considered as essential “for success in today’s world” and for becom-
ing “better prepared to thrive in today’s global economy” (Partner-
ship for 21st Century Skills, 2009). Another framework, designed by 
the OECD, “identified universal challenges of the global economy and 
culture,” and described the framework as competences “we need for 
a successful life and a well-functioning society” (OECD, 2005). In a re-
cent brochure, OECD described its strategy as an “approach to better 
align education and macroeconomic development” (OECD, 2014). “Our 
education today is our economy tomorrow,” says a deputy director of 
education of OECD (Schleicher, 2013).

In the meantime, several countries have already adapted their 
curricula in order to integrate these 21st century skills (Adamson & 
Darling-Hammond, 2013). One very recent example is the statutory 
guidance for computer skills in the national curriculum issued by the 
Department for Education of the British government. This curriculum is 
to be taught in all maintained primary and secondary schools in Eng-
land from September 2014 (Department for Education, 2013). The goal 
of the guidance is “to better prepare pupils for life after school.” Clearly, 
the emphasis lies on understanding the principles of computer sci-
ence, the ability to analyse and solve problems in computational terms, 
and the application of information technology. Pupils will start learning 
about computer algorithms at the age of five.

Shortcomings of Current Frameworks

The need for implementing these new competences in education 
is hardly disputed. Nevertheless, a number of issues should be taken 
into account to make sure that this will eventually result in a balanced 
curriculum. First, most frameworks are based on the idea that edu-
cation should be directed towards increase of productivity, efficiency, 
and other measurable quantities. However, the gross domestic product 
of a country is not the only key factor “for success in today’s world.” 
Many essential elements of a valuable and sustainable society cannot 
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be measured in euros or dollars, and this should be equally emphasized 
in educational curriculums.

Secondly, the frameworks for 21st century competences stemmed 
from the idea of educating young people as mind workers in a knowl-
edge society full of technology. However, in the meantime, we have 
learned more and more about the downside of media use, and so far 
this has hardly been taken into account. The use of technology, ICT, and 
social media is not only an instrumental activity, but it also affects the 
user more personally than it was noticed before. This is only slightly 
accounted for in the frameworks. One of the leading examples stresses 
the ability to use social networks and digital technologies, such as GPS 
and media players; however, it does not even mention the word privacy 
(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009). This framework mentions 
health literacy as a core subject and as a means to obtain health infor-
mation, but it does not underline how social media use can affect one’s 
health. It encourages multitasking, whereas experts now doubt wheth-
er multitasking benefits productivity (Anderson & Rainie, 2012). Heavy 
multitaskers perform worse in task switching (Ophir, Nass & Wagner, 
2009), and students using Facebook while studying tend to have lower 
academic performance (Rosen, Carrier & Cheever, 2013). 

Educating and training young people for the 21st century should 
not be one-sidedly focused on productivity skills, but also on personal 
attitude, social bonding, and pro-social behaviour in relation to use 
of technology and media. To some extent, this is already visible in the 
OECD framework (2005), which stresses the importance of empathy, 
resisting the pressure of following the crowd and organisational skills 
to cope with fragmentation of life. A similar aim is mentioned in the 
guidance for the new British national curriculum: “Pupils should be 
taught to understand a range of ways to use technology safely, respect-
fully, responsibly and securely, including protecting their online identity 
and privacy; recognise inappropriate content, contact and conduct and 
know how to report concerns” (Department for Education, 2013). 

Frameworks for 21st century skills need to be updated from time to 
time because of new insights, changing needs of the labour market, or 
technological shifts. More importantly, they should pay proper attention 
to health risks and consequences of media use for behaviour and social 
life of young people. Also, ethical questions should be taken into account 
as concerns about hacking, privacy, and cyber-bullying increase.

However, implementation of the proposed skills into curriculums 
is a laborious task and takes quite some time (Adamson & Darling-
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Hammond, 2013). Moreover, curriculums should not be swayed by the 
issues of the day. Making changes in curriculums is a complex process. 

In my opinion, these educational reforms should not be developed 
in close relationship with industries since they are, generally speaking, 
ambivalent on the above-mentioned risks of media use. In several cas-
es their business models depend heavily on the amount of time spent 
on media use, which is concurrently a factor in health risks.

Framework of 1st Century Attitudes

A balanced model for empowering young people to deal with the 
challenges of the current knowledge society should at least pay atten-
tion to time management and prevention of addiction, to the ability to 
concentrate and single-task, to privacy and group dynamics, to self-
control, to interpersonal relationships etc. 

I propose a set of 1st century attitudes to be achieved by children 
and young people as a basic pre-requisite for media use, in order to 
enhance personal competences and stimulate pro-social behaviour. 
These attitudes are not intended to replace or question the 21st century 
skills, but they are intended to be a counterpart and basic preparatory 
pre-requisites and traits to resist the negative aspects of technology. 
Most of the required attitudes have already been taught for centuries; 
however, they need to be adapted for, and related to, the use of new 
media. 

The elements of this framework are presented in Table 1. These 
indicators were adapted from regular programmes for skills and knowl-
edge, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(OECD, 1997), the Programme for the International Assessment of 
Adult Competencies (OECD, 2008), and other sources (Spencer & Spen-
cer, 1993). Several existing frameworks for 21st century competences 
(Partnership for 21st-Century Skills, 2009; Voogt & Roblin, 2012; Eu-
ropean Commission, 2012) were taken as examples of designing a new 
model related to education and teaching during the first centuries (De 
Muynck & Kalkman, 2005). I discussed the framework with several ex-
perts and educators with practical experience. This resulted in a proj-
ect group commissioned to elaborate the framework for the curricu-
lum of a group of primary schools, secondary schools, and vocational 
training institutes for pupils aged 6 to over 20 in the Netherlands. This 
would apply to a total of more than 50,000 pupils and students, and all 
schools involved are Christian schools. 
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Table 1
Framework of 1st Century Attitudes  

Pupils should achieve the competence 
to be: and to:

Pe
rs

on
al

 c
om

pe
te

nc
es

autonomous

moderate

pilgrims

know and respect themselves

possess and retain one’s self-control

take responsibility for one’s own acts 

be patient and repress impulsiveness

be temperate towards media use

be discerning in regards to spending money and extravagance

be resistant to the time-consuming nature of media

be devoted, practising, and ethical Christians 

be resistant to secular and atheist influences from media

be discerning towards entertainment and modern culture

be aware of a nonmaterial spiritual world that influences our 

society

Co
gn

iti
ve

 c
om

pe
te

nc
es

verbally 

oriented

concentrated

critical

read and listen comprehendingly and linearly

be articulate and eloquent 

be dialogical and interactive

focus on a single task without distraction

be exercised in profound and slow reading

contemplate, meditate, and reflect on texts

think linearly, consistently, and in a straightforward manner

search for primary sources

be discerning regarding the credibility and authority of sources

be rational and well-reasoned in presenting arguments and cases

So
ci

al
 c

om
pe

te
nc

es

social

altruistic

transparent

be empathic, sensitive, and pro-social

be open and transparent

be resistant to peer pressure, competitiveness, and rivalry

develop and maintain relationships

participate in one’s community 

be generous and selfless

be helpful and of service

accept responsibility for the collective

be honest and open

be truthful

be accountable for one’s acts
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Or
ga

ni
za

tio
na

l c
om

pe
te

nc
es

systematic

cooperative

holistic

be methodical, structured, and analytical in thinking and 

working

understand and respect hierarchy

be balanced, and to be immune to stress

be flexible and compliant

take initiative for tasks in teamwork

accept responsibility for tasks in teamwork

be aware that reality is not fragmented but coherent and 

multidimensional

see relevance of interrelationships, contexts, and histories of events

Fewer Faces, More Books

“Too much face and not enough books,” is the title of an article de-
scribing the negative relationship between time spent on Facebook and 
academic performance (Junco, 2012). The abovementioned frame-
work is not intended to withdraw young people from social networks 
like Facebook, but to make them more moderate in their behaviour, so 
that they see fewer faces and more books.

The presented 1st century attitudes are rooted in the biblical and 
Hellenistic cultures and values. All schools related to this project share 
a Christian background and consider the Bible to be not merely an in-
teresting resource for historians, but also a relevant guide for life in the 
21st century. In their vision, 21st century competences should be built 
on a foundation of ethical guidelines derived from the Bible. Gaining 
knowledge and achieving skills always make one responsible to God for 
the way one uses them. 

Another important element for these schools is “paideia,” the Greek 
concept of civilization, culture, literature, tradition, and study. The basic 
idea is that the conveying of knowledge and skills to others is not an 
end in itself, but rather a means of attaining a higher aim in one’s life. 
Moreover, paideia is based on a profound relationship between the pupil 
and his/her tutor, characterized by intimacy and inspiration, but also by 
a distinct hierarchy. The Early Church adopted this concept of lifelong 
learning, discipleship, and mentorship (Doornenbal, 2005; Carr, 2011). 

This combination of Hellenistic scholarship and biblical moral and 
social guidelines is still considered to be a useful basis for education. 
In this framework, it is adapted specifically to media use and proposed 
as fundamental pre-requisites that should be taught already starting 
in primary schools, preceding media use. 
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I am convinced that the basics of this framework are also use-
ful for non-Christian schools, as an enduring wrap for thorough me-
dia education. Elements of its vision can be seen in the slow education 
movement (Holt, 2002). It will be a challenge for the project group to 
implement this framework into practice. Because of its moral elements 
and the widespread use of technology and media, it is impossible and 
undesirable to compartmentalize media education in a special pro-
gram. This 1st century attitude should imbue the entire curriculum.
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Online Debate in FOrmal SettingS

R o z á l i a K l á R a B a K ó
Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania

the rise of the network society and the 
interactive web have enhanced partici-
pation in communication and decision 
making processes since 2000 (rastrick 
& Corner, 2010; Oser, Hoogher & ma-
rien, 2013). Despite multiple digital di-
vides across geographies, generations 
and cultural capital, social actors have 
gained the skills and practices of inhab-
iting various online worlds. Cyberspace 
both unites and divides people, recent 
studies show: when it comes to deep 
seated values, polarized crowds form, 
whereas in the case of consumer habits 
or specific lifestyle choices, smaller on-
line communities arise – the so-called 
brand clusters (Smith, rainie, Shneider-
man & Himelboim, 2014). meanwhile, 
debating online in formal settings fulfills 
the normative criteria of a critical-ra-

tional discourse as preconditions of a 
democratic public sphere (Dahlberg, 
2001).
We propose to analyze an online de-
bate program called Closer to Oxford in 
order to assess the opportunities and 
challenges faced by generation Y, when 
switching from offline to online educa-
tional debating, from synchronous to 
asynchronous communication patterns. 
While platforms such as Facebook or 
twitter offer multimodal forms of ex-
pression, the online debate program 
under scrutiny – with its strict and for-
mal rules – is modeling a tight, unimodal 
form of communication. Would online 
educational initiatives such as the Closer 
to Oxford debate program create brand 
clusters or polarized crowds, if turned 
more informal?  

keywords: online educational debates, Generation Y, brand clusters, polarized crowds



302

Internet as a Public Space for Debate

Drawing upon Habermas’ normative theory on the public sphere, 
Dahlberg (2001) has formulated six key conditions for a two-way, 
decentralized communication that cyberspace can provide for a ra-
tional-critical discourse: autonomy from state and economic power,   
critique of moral-practical validity claims, reflexivity, ideal role-taking, 
sincerity, and discursive inclusion. We shall detail them below.

1. Autonomy from state and economic power
A growing number of people across the world participate in online 

interactions using various fora and platforms for dialogue: “a diverse 
array of spaces of non-commercial, non-state controlled interaction 
[…] exist, and even multiply, while riding on the back of the privatized 
infrastructure”, but “state and corporate colonization of cyberspace 
threatens the autonomy of online public fora by replacing rational 
communication with instrumental rationality” (Dahlberg, 2001, p. 1). 
Most of these interactions lack critical reflexivity and rely upon pre-dis-
cursive values. However, they have a strong potential to become struc-
tured, independent and critical, if they fulfill other formal criteria of the 
normative public discourse theory.

2. Thematization and critique of criticizable moral-practical valid-
ity claims

Although online communication uses shorter lines of argumenta-
tion, reasoned dialogue can take place in cyberspace. Easy access to 
dialogical spaces enables a less dogmatic approach to social issues. 
The expectation that an exchange of validity claims be accompanied 
by reasoned justification is fulfillable by online debates. However, the 
quality of the actual clashes of opinions and arguments has to be de-
termined on a case-by-case basis.

3. Reflexivity
Perhaps the most important condition of a critical-rational dis-

course is thinking critically and changing one’s position when con-
fronted with a better argument. Although hard to detect because it is 
an internalized psychological process, we can detect its key moments 
by looking at the structure and the content of an online debate – much 
easier to follow than an offline debate gone with the wind. 
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Online debaters take the effort of writing ideas down, which en-
courages reflexivity and rationality more than a face-to-face informal 
conversation. However, the multiplication of threads and participants 
in an online conversation often hinder the rational character of such 
discourses. At the same time, the brevity of messages specific to online 
dialogues lead to a less nuanced approaches to topics, and an impa-
tience that acts against reflexivity. 

4. Ideal role-taking
An important element of critical discourse is the ability to under-

stand the opponent’s position and perspective.  This condition is the 
least fulfilled by spontaneous online dialogues, since there is too much 
talk, and too little considerate listening (Dahlberg, 2001). There are dif-
ferent levels of emotional involvement and participants of cyber-fora

often opt out of pursuing reasonable discourses. However, if there 
are clear rules for the online dialogue and the debate is not spontane-
ous, but a moderated one, a more considerate, less heated clash of 
arguments may take place. 

5. Sincerity
In order to ensure a real dialogue, protagonists should disclose 

their true intentions, interests, arguments and evidence, when they 
put forward their perspectives. While presentation of self or identity-
building take places differently in online spaces, there are several ways 
and markers through which protagonists’ personalities come through. 
Nicknames, avatars and signatures are just a few of the online identity 
markers that can be deliberately constructed and enhanced. Mean-
while, control over self-presentation also means space for conscious 
deception of identity, intentionally misleading other protagonists. This 
disturbing online behavior, also called trolling, disrupts the organic 
course of community interactions, and undermines trust within online 
groups.

There are other ways of information deception, even more disrup-
tive than misrepresentation of identity: misinforming, embarrassing, 
and acting aggressively toward others. Under the shield of anonymity, 
people often spread rumors, gossip, and use offensive language online. 
“Just as with offline discussions, and as demanded by the deliberative 
conception, participants in online fora need to remain skeptical of un-
verifiable claims and information” — as Dahlberg (2001, p. 1) has put it.
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6. Discursive Equality and Inclusion
Finally, the sixth condition of a rational-critical discourse is over-

coming digital divides that separate individuals and groups along gen-
der, age, regions, and social status. Although the internet is increasing-
ly available for a lot of people in terms of infrastructural access, many 
lack the skills and abilities to fully participate to the digital culture. 

To put it bluntly, content creation and reasoned dialogue online is 
still the privilege of young urban, male, Western internet users. Such a 
“stratification of authoritative power means that some participants are 
able to make their voices heard more than others, which leads to the 
domination of discourse by certain individuals or groups and thus to 
discursive inequalities” (Dahlberg, 2001, p. 1).

Another threat to a fair and balanced dialogue online is that cer-
tain individuals and groups monopolize attention and take discursive 
space from the shy, anonymous, “digital immigrant” protagonists 
(Prensky, 2001, p. 6). Habermas himself (2006, p. 423) has warned 
against an exaggerated techno-optimism: “The Internet has certainly 
reactivated the grassroots of an egalitarian public of writers and read-
ers. However, computer-mediated communication in the web can claim 
unequivocal democratic merits only for a special context: It can under-
mine the censorship of authoritarian regimes that try to control and 
repress public opinion. In the context of liberal regimes, the rise of mil-
lions of fragmented chat rooms across the world tend instead to lead 
to the fragmentation of large but politically focused mass audiences 
into a huge number of isolated issue publics”. Indeed, mainstream me-
dia narratives often commodify and simplify public opinion formation 
(Papacharissi, 2010). 

Normative criteria of a rational online debate
Summarizing Dahlberg’s Habermasian ideas, if individuals and 

groups engage in online argumentative interactions, there are several 
opportunities and risks. Multiple channels and platforms enable afford-
able spaces for unrestricted online dialogue, where critical and reflex-
ive discussions can take place in a sincere and fair way. Meanwhile, due 
to the characteristics of online communication, such as its wide avail-
ability, versatility and anonymity, participants in online debates also 
take risks: a time-consuming lack of structure of discussions, brevity 
that hinders nuances of perspectives, dominant and aggressive com-
munication styles, and inequalities when it comes to strategic use of 
cyber-dialogue tools (Bakó, 2012; Dean, 2003; Eynon & Helsper, 2011; 
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Fonseca, 2010). Even if they are dialogical tools, participative internet 
spaces often enable “civic narcissism” (Papacharissi, 2010, p. 236) or 
self-centeredness – driven by desperation rather than by complacency.

Mapping Online Debate Groups on Social Media

Microblogging social networking site Twitter is built around issues 
and topics, often controversial, and marked with hashtags (#). An is-
sue-mapping research conducted using network analysis software has 
identified six clusters according to topic structures.  Authors explain: 
“conversations on Twitter create networks with identifiable contours as 
people reply to and mention one another in their tweets. These con-
versational structures differ, depending on the subject and the people 
driving the conversation” (Smith et al., 2014, p. 1). The six network 
types differ by division, density, and direction, as shown in figure 1. 

Figure 1: Twitter conversation archetypes (Smith et al., 2014, p. 81)

1 http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/02/20/mapping-twitter-topic-networks-
from-polarized-crowds-to-community-clusters/figure-3/
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1.  Polarized crowds: highly controversial issues feature two big 
and dense groups with little connections between them. The two groups 
do not argue; their sources of information, and the hashtags denoting 
conversation topics differ. 

2. Tight crowds: these conversations are highly interconnected, 
both personally, and by topic. Hobby communities and professional 
learning groups are best modeled by this structure, showing how social 
media can facilitate online learning.

3. Brand clusters are structures formed by rather disconnected 
people, grouped around popular products, services, or topics. The larg-
er a population is, the less connected their members are around such 
topics. Such conversation structures show key messages passed along 
different individuals and institutions.

4.  Community clusters: these multiple small groups formed 
around a variety of topics illustrate the diversity of opinions and per-
spectives on popular issues. They create medium-sized groups that 
cluster conversations around issues of interest.

5. Broadcast networks are large groups formed around breaking 
news stories, in which many people repeat what prominent news or-
ganizations tweet. Members of such networks are disconnected from 
one another, but tightly connected to a central hub. This cluster is im-
portant because it can influence public agendas and drive conversation 
topics on social media platforms.  

6. Support networks are conversation structures organized around 
a central hub which is speaking outward – i.e. a service provider orga-
nization responding to customer complaints. They are important be-
cause more and more governmental agencies, foundations and com-
panies move their customer support services online.  

Such network analysis is far-reaching, yet should not be overesti-
mated, authors warn: Twitter users are only 18% of internet users, and 
represent the most active part of online world inhabitants. However, it 
is appropriate to map online debates of the connected, urban young 
people, whose profile is very similar to the Twitter users’. The educa-
tional program under scrutiny – called Closer to Oxford – takes place 
in a dedicated, restricted online space,2 in a highly regulated manner. 
We attempt to identify which conversation archetype would fit such an 
educational program. 

2 http://www.closer2oxford.ro/
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Closer to Oxford: An Online Educational Debate

In 2010, the Romanian Association for Debate, Oratory and Rheto-
ric (ARDOR) initiated an educational debate program called “Closer to 
Oxford,”3 with its rounds played online, in an asynchronous manner, ac-
cording to a strict format4: an affirmative (A) and a negative (N) team, 
both comprising two members (A1, A2, and N1, N2) debating a con-
troversial topic. The order of speeches was A1, N1, A2, N2. Before each 
speech, debaters had one day for preparation. 

The written argumentative discourses had strict requirements in 
terms of citation rules, structure, length, and focus. Affirmative and 
negative discourses had to be topical and connected point-by-point to 
the opponents’ claims, with lengths between 500 and 700 words. Top-
ics voted on by the debate community were either of global or regional 
interest, as detailed below. 

No. Edition Topic

1 Fall 2010
Private television channels should broadcast more 
educational programs   

2 Spring 2011
The public’s right to know is more important than the 
candidate’s right to privacy

3 Summer 2011
Teaching religion in school endangers the lay character 
of the Romanian state

4 Fall 2011 Civil disobedience is justified in a democratic society
5 Spring 2012 Online piracy should be decriminalized
6 Summer 2012 Democracy is not a solution for all countries
7 Fall 2012 Advertising for children should be banned

8 Spring 2013
The law should sanction passive individuals who 
witness illegal acts 

9 Summer 2013 Fines should be proportional with incomes

10 Fall 2013
The state should not fund higher education programs 
not needed on the market

11 Spring 2014 Gay parades are still necessary

Figure 2: Topics of the Closer to Oxford educational online debate program5

3 in a disclaimer, organizers explain, “Oxford” is a symbolic term, not connected 
to the university
4 http://www.closer2oxford.ro/documents/regulament_dezbateri.pdf
5 http://www.closer2oxford.ro/page/clasamente
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If designed in a more open format, involving broader audiences 
via Twitter or Facebook, with little or no facilitation, topics 3 and 11 
would raise the most heated discussions, probably closer to polarized 
crowds than to Oxford: these are sensitive issues for the general public. 
Topics 1, 2, 6, 7, 8 and 9 would rather form brand clusters and commu-
nity clusters, given the less controversial character in terms of public 
interest and public agenda. Topics 5 and 10, given their presence on 
the public agenda and youth interest in these issues, would likely be 
structured in a broadcast network, if launched on social media plat-
forms and diffused. None of the topics above would generate a support 
network conversation structure, because none of the debate resolu-
tions involved youth as key actors, key implementers.

For an educational online debate program, all types of online con-
versation and clash shown in figure 1 would be informative and useful 
(Joung, 2003), although polarized crowds, with their heated approach-
es would reinforce prejudices, instead of enabling the ideal role-taking 
and inclusive discussions principles, as formulated by Dahlberg (2001, 
2007) for a critical-rational dialogue online.

Conclusions

This case study may inform debate practice in several ways. First-
ly, as educators are confronted with the challenge of the digital natives’ 
generation, more flexible and multimodal interaction forms should be 
encouraged: Twitter debates, Facebook debates, and mashups of dif-
ferent online platforms. 

Secondly, the classical Habermasian critical-rational dialogues 
should not be abandoned, but complemented with less structured 
forms of public discourse—even at the risk of jeopardizing some of its 
key principles for those free discussion formats. 

Thirdly, young people should be involved in the process of setting 
the debate agenda, and encouraged to discuss topics of their own in-
terest, not only those set by the educators’ agenda.    
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Mothers online  
the Content AnAlysis of the Mothers froM Csík 
(CiuC) fACebook Group

G e r G e ly O r s O lya
Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania

in this paper a close facebook group will 
be presented and analyzed, which has 
1501 members in this moment. this is 
a formal community on facebook, the 
members do not know each other in 
a lot of cases, and every woman could 
be a member who has a child and lives 
in Miercurea Ciuc (romania, harghita 
County) or in its small region. 
since 2009 in Miercurea Ciuc a ya-
hoogroups platform was created for 
information sharing, a communication 
platform to ask and get answers, for 
discussing a topic, for making smaller 
groups around several topics. After more 
than one year a facebook platform was 

associated to this mailing list as well, 
since facebook provided an easier way 
for involving in a discussion, in making 
comments and adding an opinion. this 
paper’s aim is to analyze this facebook 
profile along some main aspects. 
there will be analyzed the main topics 
of the posts, the most frequent topics 
since the most popular topics (with a big 
number of comments, likes), the events 
of the group, the main opinion-leaders. 
And the facebook group impact on the 
mailing list as well. there will be used the 
content analysis, but there will be inter-
views with the group administrator and 
moderator, and some users as well.

keywords: virtual group, online community, online identity, social activity, passive user
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Introduction

The online world and online presence create an opportunity for 
connection through a new kind of behaviour, a “cyborg” one. This new 
way of connection ensures anonymity; the cyborg-behaviour appears 
as an opportunity of liberation in common social knowledge (Pa-
pacharissi, 2009). Since the virtual word has no boundaries, even in an 
Eastern European small semi-rural region like Miercurea Ciuc and its 
surroundings, the virtual presence in a social networking site and the 
membership in virtual groups is very important (Gergely, 2010). 

In the last decade Facebook, we may say the most popular so-
cial network service, has become a basic communication channel for 
everybody, without regard to age, educational level, residence, income. 
Facebook became a tool for social interaction and, at the same time, 
it is also a mirror of social interaction (Debatin et. al., 2009). Facebook 
deeply penetrated the everyday life and routine of its users (Debatin et. 
al., 2009), it reshapes the communication habits, and it re-evaluates 
a lot of personal and community values (Ulmanu, 2013). Its presence 
in our everyday life is obvious. By analysing more and more aspects of 
the virtual behaviour, we can better understand the opportunities and 
threats connected to it. 

This paper’s purpose is to analyse a bigger Facebook group by 
taking a closer look at the posts and the comments, and by drawing 
a picture about the main topics and issues of the group. This group is 
formed by one and a half thousand mothers, who live in a smaller rural 
region of Transylvania, Romania. This group was formed by a nongov-
ernmental, non profit organization dedicated to mothers, which is one 
of the first such organizations in Romania. 

Short “history”

The Csíki Anyák (Mothers from Ciuc) FB group was started in 2011. 
This has a short prehistory, which originates from online events as well. 
Since 2011 there has been a formal NGO in Miercurea Ciuc, Harghita 
County, named “The Association of Mothers from Csík.”1 This associa-
tion intends to gather mothers from this town (and vicinity), or mothers 

1 The web page of the Association: www.csikianyak.ma, the most important in-
formation can be found here: http://csikianyak.ma/alapszabalyzat/.
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who come from this region, but are not living here anymore. The aim of 
the association is to gather in one (virtual) place these mothers, and 
to represent their interests and well-being, to organize qualitative pro-
grams for them and their families. The association was founded thanks 
to an online initiative and community on the 18th of October 2009 as an 
informal group, from an idea of a mother on maternity leave (Endes-
Ábrahám, 2012).

The original idea was that there was a huge need for an online 
platform for mothers on maternity leave, since they are mostly on the 
edge of the social life, of the social programs, and the social interac-
tion until the child turns 2 years old.2 More or less they are isolated 
from the social events, from a lot of cultural and entertainment pro-
grams, they can participate only in programs dedicated to parents of 
small children, the number of which is very small in the town. Because 
of this, there was a real need for having a platform, a different one from 
the playground, where the mothers can regularly discuss common 
things, share their problems, have the opportunity to exchange experi-
ence, inform each other of common interest, events, and happenings. 
Along this concept a mailing list was created on the Yahoo! Group plat-
form for mothers from the Ciuc Basin, or mothers who are living else-
where but are originally from this region. The Yahoo! Group mailing list 
seemed to fulfil this need. At first, the founder of the mailing list, who 
is also the administrator of the mailing list, sent the invitation only to 
friends and acquaintances, but from the initial, relatively close circle 
(only friends) the group has become an 800-member mailing list. Af-
ter only six months, the csikianyak@yahoogroups.com mailing list had 
230 members, after 12 months 350 mothers were participating in the 
common correspondence, and 24 months later there were 601 reg-
istered members. Only mothers can log in to this mailing list, nobody 
can get in the group automatically. Along with these correspondences 
and conversations, a formal association was founded in 2011 as well. 
Since then this association has had major community and civil activi-
ties (Endes-Ábrahám, 2012).

With the expansion of Facebook it seemed that the Yahoo!group 
mailing list was becoming less active since more and more people pre-
ferred to communicate on FB. Therefore, the association launched a 

2 Since the early nineties, in Romania the child care leave is for two years, in 
case of children with serious physical or mental illness it is for three years (Law: 
61/1993)
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FB page, https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/, which was 
primarily picturing the mailing list version of Facebook, for a faster and 
wider variety of posts. This paper aims to analyse this group’s FB pro-
file. 

“By the virtual world’s emerging, the given opportunities of the so-
cial media also increased, they have become increasingly popular 
in the online solutions, immediate responses. The efficiency was 
an important argument in opening this channel. (37, mother of 
two, urban, university, founder of the Yahoo!Group, president of the 
association)3

Methodology

The FB profile was analysed by using the method of the content 
analysis. We analysed all posts from May 2014. The analysis, howev-
er, shares and brings into the analysis earlier post-examples, but the 
posts and comments from this period have a priority.4 Examples will be 
used for demonstrative purposes. 

We considered it necessary to highlight a month in the analysis, to 
create a database from this, to present statistical data, since the total 
number of the group posts could have reached the number of 10000. 
Taking a sample is very difficult in FB, as reviewing the earlier posts is 
more complex than in the case of a mailing list. It is very difficult to 
save the data, and the simplest way is to check the latest information. 
Because of this, we chose only one month.

At the same time, this content analysis was augmented with 13 
open-ended, narrative, face-to-face interviews during May 2014. 
Among others, an interview was taken with the founder of mailing group 
and of the association as well. During the analysis we will present some 
interview parts, which are genuinely illustrative of the statements. 

In the selection of the interviewed mothers, a few points of view 
were taken into consideration: to have mothers living in urban and rural 

3 Part of an interview with a 37 year old mother of two children, living in urban 
area, with university degree, founder of the Yahoo!Group, president of the as-
sociation. We will use this kind of formal notation for the interview parts. 
4 It is important to note that the author of this paper is also a member of the group 
since October 2013, and since then she is monitoring the group also with a re-
searcher’s eye. The analysis, however, can focus only on a shorter period of time. 



315

settlements as well, to have mothers with smaller and older children, 
to have mothers with one and more children as well, to have mothers 
in their twenties and thirties as well, and to have mothers with medium 
and higher education level as well. The interviews with the users bring 
out the usefulness and functionality of the group, but also some short-
comings.

About the Group

The csikianyak Facebook group is a closed group, which was 
started at the end of 2011. Below you can see a short text from the 
FB profile, which shows the number of the group members, and the 
main characteristic and purpose of the group (see Figure 2). According 
to the administrator and moderator of the group, much more people 
would prefer to get acceptance into the group, but there is a semi-sev-
er moderation policy, and those who do not have children cannot enter 
the group. Those who repeatedly violate the rules of participation are 
banned from the list. 

A significant number of the members joined the group in the first 
half year. There appear 7-8 posts daily, the monthly average being from 
180 to 250. The group moderation is particularly sensitive to the fact 
that only women can enter the group, and only women who have chil-
dren, of course. 

“The condition of enrolment is the residency or place of birth in the 
Ciuc basin (as far as it can be verified), or at least has a bond to the 
place. Because of the FB settings, we cannot see everything about 
one person, who wants to get in the group, so those who cannot be 
easily identified are on a waiting list; we are looking for common ac-
quaintances. (...) The individual moderation is not possible (as it can 
be done on a mailing list). So if someone does not behave in an ap-
propriate way (she is trying to make business, defames, is insulting, 
is a panic-monger) she will get a warning message in private, after 
that she will be removed from the list. There are two moderators, 
I can deal with this mostly in the evening, the other moderator is 
trying to be on guard during the day.” (35, mother of two, urban, uni-
versity, founder of the Yahoo! Groups, president of the association)
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Content analysis

Over the past three years, a lot of posts, shares, comments, invita-
tions, and program recommendations have appeared on the group’s 
timeline. Their number is immeasurably great, their review, as we men-
tioned earlier is not easy, and moreover, it is almost impossible. Thus, 
we aimed to analyse the posts from May 2014. 

First of all we created a database, in which we recorded the day 
of the post, the type of posts, the topic of the posts, how many likes 
or comments arrived to the posts, were there any photos or not. As a 
result, we can say the following:

Statistics
During one month there appeared 241 posts in the group. This 

means that the daily average is 7-8 post. On an ordinary (working day) 
this rate is a bit higher (things are posted 8-9 times in a weekday), at 
the weekend the activity is a little bit lower (on Saturdays and Sundays 
in May there appeared only 5-6 posts). 

1,724 is the total number of likes in May, and 1,081 the number 
of all comments. Almost every third post had an attached photo (500 
photos in total). These photos appeared mostly in case of photo and 
content sharing. The photos are mostly not individual ones, but usually 
posters, program calls, article illustrations.  

In many cases there are only a few likes or there are none, espe-
cially in the case of questions, but, at the same time, there are posts 
with a lot of likes. The most popular one garnered 93 likes, and there is 
a post to which 66 comments arrived (see Table 1).

Types of the posts
There is a lot of post variety; however, we attempted to categorize 

them for the sake of the analysis. Here is the list of post types. Thus, 
eight categories were created: (1) questions, (2) promotion of a pro-
gram, (3) photo sharing, (4) content sharing, (5) information sharing, 
(6) attention drawing, (7) lost/found, (8) other (see Table 2).

Questions. The most common post types you can read in the 
group are the questions. These questions are very different, but the 
major part of the group members usually requires information. They do 
not share information, they only ask for it and are waiting for a very fast 
answer with a useful piece of information. These questions are usually 
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very concrete; they ask for a very practical piece of information. For 
example, where is the medical consulting room of a specialist, when is 
it open, what is the telephone number of a paediatrician?  

In a lot of cases, the mothers ask a question in order to get informa-
tion about the/a telephone number and/or the program of a doctor, about 
the name of the paediatrician on duty at the hospital (see Figure 3).  

Very often the mothers would like to solve a household problem 
with the posts, and are looking for a telephone number of a painter, 
carpenter, mason, washing machine repairmen etc. With the contact 
information they want to get references as well, they would like to know 
about positive and/or negative experience (see Figure 4).

A smaller group of the questions refers to household duties, 
housewife activities, the mothers ask for information, advice, hints 
about cooking, stain removal, fresh food finding (see Figure 5).

The issue of the holiday often appears, mainly before summer. 
Mothers are searching for cheaper, better, baby and child-friendly holi-
day spots, they are asking for tips. They are even asking for administra-
tive issues, like medical insurance, passports, luggage policy in case 
of flight; especially in case of travelling abroad useful information is 
needed (see Figure 6). 

Simulated questions. Rarely, but there can be found questions 
which are not really questions, they are simulated or nonquestions. In 
the statistical analysis we did not separate this from the whole ques-
tion-group, but here we will make a quick remark. We could encounter 
posts in which the mother is not really waiting for an answer, but for a 
confirmation, a validation. Since one and a half thousand mothers are 
reading the post, the intention of the mother who formulated the ques-
tion is justifiable: she hopes to receive a confirmation on a decision she 
has already taken, but she has second thoughts about it, or she saw a 
“bad” example and she wants to calm down that she is doing the right 
thing. For example, a mother asks if she should go to the paediatric 
emergency, because her child has fever. She also mentions what treat-
ment methods she has used so far. She formulates the question, but 
she is not expecting a yes or no answer, but a reassurance that every-
thing is fine, no need to even see a doctor. We can call these nonques-
tions, since these questions do not need objective information, but a 
positive feedback.

Program recommendations, event promotions. We can often find 
posts recommending a program, or promoting events. Especially those 
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posts are popular, which publicize programs for children or mothers. 
Every ninth or tenth post is like this.

In this post-category the most active mothers are those who are 
active members of the association, mostly they are the ones who draw 
the general attention to a program, who give information about an 
event. Most often they promote the events of the Association of Moth-
ers from Ciuc. In May, for example, regarding the Mothers’ Week event 
organized by the association, there were a lot of such posts. But, at the 
same time, there are program recommendations in plenty other top-
ics: monthly hospital visits, musical programs for small children, sport 
activities (gymnastic for pregnant women, zumba, gymnastic for one- 
and two-year old children, baby swimming), open day at a local institu-
tion (nursery, school, police, fire department, public services), which 
could be interesting for children and useful for parents. For example, in 
a post a mother above draws attention to a children’s day activity of the 
Harvíz, the water supply company of the region (see Figure 7). 

To this kind of posts a photo is usually attached, which is often the 
poster or the cover photo of the program’s FB event.

Photo-sharing. The most common sharing type is photo sharing, 
photos with inscriptions often in English language. These photos are 
nice or funny, bring irony or melt. In general, these are current photos 
which are circulating on Facebook, and mothers share it on the group’s 
timeline if they think that other mothers might be interested in it. In 
the case of photo sharing we can say that the idea, the purpose of it is 
mainly “I smile, so I share it, so you can smile as well.”In other cases, 
the post wants to make a statement along a value, which is important 
for her but for the association as well. 

The Association is dedicated to the attachment parenting and 
breastfeeding as well. These are very important concepts in organizing 
the association’s programs and in the FB group as well. Therefore, it 
happens quite often that we can find a lot of nice examples for this (see 
Figure 8).

Similarly, attachment parenting also appears as a community 
value, and because of this we can see many content distributions and 
photos with this topic (see Figure 9). 

There are several topics, such as: undisturbed birth, minimal or 
zero medical intervention during birth, mother and baby being immedi-
ately together after birth, which can be fully discussed neither on the FB 
or yahoo group nor during the events or personal meetings. Although, 
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compared to the national level, in Miercurea-Ciuc huge improvements 
have been made in terms of hospital births, the mothers still think that 
every mother should prepare more consciously to the process of giv-
ing birth. Articles and photos are shared on a weekly basis on this topic 
(see Figure 10). 

Content-sharing. Almost every tenth sharing wants to draw the 
mothers’ attention to some kind of content. It is very common that the 
mothers want to draw the attention to an article published in a local, 
national, or Hungarian newspaper, and they share it because they hope 
others will read it and learn from it. Unlike the photos, the shared texts 
are mostly written in Hungarian. This can be explained by the language 
barrier, as the short texts next to a photo can be more easily under-
stood even by those who do not speak a given foreign language prop-
erly, than longer and more complex texts.

Examples of article topics: articles from the domain of child psy-
chology (ex. Why do toddlers bite? Why do toddlers defy their parents?), 
articles giving health advice, for example, infant first aid for choking, 
removing leeches and treating their bites, or the evergreen topic of 
vaccination, which reappears as a topic every now and then creating a 
huge storm among the mothers.5 Baby-wearing and childbirth are also 
topics which reappear very often (see Figure 11). 

Information sharing. The mothers also feel obliged to represent 
interests that might be important to mothers in a similar situation to 
theirs or that might be important to the community. This is why they 
share useful information about registration to the kindergarten, ad-
ministrative problems regarding the child care fee, free trainings or 
when the child care fee is going to be transferred to the personal ac-
counts (see Figure 12). 

Attention drawing. There are posts which would like to draw at-
tention to something immediate, such as a change in program (the 
child dance is cancelled), a TV or radio programme which is just on (the 
example from below), deadline for the submission of tenders, encour-

5 The association does its best to remain impartial in the issue of vaccination. 
Usually the discussions degenerate into ugly personal remarks and then the 
moderator has to interrupt the conversation and kindly ask the participants to 
continue the discussion in private. 
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aging online voting (for a local female business), or change in the con-
sulting hours of a given doctor. A post which could be a good example 
for this was written on a Wednesday, around noon, and it informs the 
mothers that Sándor Bálint, a well-known gynaecologist-obstetrician, 
an excellent representative of undisturbed birth, who has given several 
lectures in Miercurea-Ciuc and who is really popular among the moth-
ers from Ciuc, is on air in the Kossuth Radio (see Figure 13). 

Topics

The topics are quite varied whether we talk about questions, arti-
cle- or information sharing. Analysing the posts from May, we distin-
guished the following topic-categories: (1.) programs for children, (2.) 
useful informations and contacts, (3.) heath problems, (4.) household, 
(5.) dress, shoe, articles for children, (6.) programs for mothers, (7) 
giving birth, breast feeding , (8) health conservation, precaution , (9) 
cosmetology, (10) administrative problems, (11) child rearing leave 
administration, (12) attachment parenting, carrying, (13) life of a 
mother, (14) articles for women, (15) Association of the Mothers from 
Csík (Ciuc), and (16) other (see Table 3). 

Trying to group the posts according to different topics, it became 
obvious again that almost all of the topics are related to parenting. The 
most common topics are those concerning infant illnesses and their 
treatments. In the category of useful information we listed posts which 
require information regarding the consulting hours of a paediatrician, 
hospital night duty or the consulting hours of a consultant, where chil-
dren can be taken as well.

The topic of kids’ shoes, clothes, or toys is present in every twelfth 
post (8,3%), whereas the topic of mothers’ shoes and clothes is only 
present in four posts (1,6%).

Popularity. We also wanted to see which topics are the most popu-
lar, which are the ones that have the most likes, which posts generate 
the most comments. In the case of content sharing (photo or article) 
there are mostly likes and almost no comments, in the case of ques-
tions, however, there are more comments and less likes. There are im-
portant topics, less important topics, and critical (outrageous) topics.  
a. The less important topic does not mean that this topic is not im-
portant for the mothers, but it means that in the group this kind of 
topic is not so popular based on the number of likes and comments. 
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Examples of these kinds of topics: borrowing traditional folk costumes, 
IKEA-question, package delivering inland or abroad, etc. Before major 
holidays it happens that the mothers would like to borrow traditional 
folk costumes for their children, for themselves, or for a relative. How-
ever, only a few have traditional folk costumes, so, obviously, there are 
no public offerings to these requests.  It might happen that they write 
private messages, but obviously, we cannot see these. It seems that 
another less important topic is that of the IKEA. It happens quite often 
that mothers would like to buy small household items from the IKEA 
from Bucharest, and they make this wish public on the group’s time-
line. Even though this topic keeps reappearing on the group’s timeline, 
these posts have never been liked, with the exception of the person 
posting, and those who comment also have a wish list. It also happens 
quite frequently that someone would like to hitch-hike online (alone 
or with children), or that they are looking for someone to transport a 
package for them (to Budapest, Cluj Napoca, Wien, Sfântu Gheorghe, 
Odorheiu Secuiesc, Gheorgheni). There are no likes or comments in the 
case of these posts either. 

b. In case of the important topics the number of likes or com-
ments increases. Examples of these topics are: childhood diseases, 
doctor contacts, shoe shopping, asking advice regarding the health of 
children, household topics. We can also analyse how soon answers are 
given to questions concerning doctors on duty, for example. This also 
shows that there are sensitive topics, which mobilize the mothers; they 
immediately jump in to help, to give the necessary information. It is very 
probable that when it comes to doctors and diseases, a lot of the moth-
ers have already had some kind of experience, and this is why they are 
able to provide an answer. 

c. Critical topics are the ones which cause a stir virtually as well. 
Topics such as using homeopathic medicines, vaccination, potty train-
ing, and complementary feeding are examples of such critical topics. In 
case of one “outrageous” post 105 comments have been written in 24 
hours. A mother asked advice in potty training her 6 months old baby. 
The first comments have been supportive, success stories have been 
told about the early potty training, and then lots of comments followed 
which emphasized the disadvantages of the too early potty training. 
The discussion degenerated into malicious personal remarks, because 
the members of the group originate from very different social back-
grounds, they have different qualifications, they are of different age, 
they have different experiences with their family members, and differ-
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ent experiences in terms of parenting. In these cases it might happen 
that the person, who asked the question, deletes the post, putting an 
end to the discussions this way, although exchanging experience is one 
of the main aims of the group, but lots of the members will not tolerate 
an opinion that is different from theirs.

With a user’s eye

Using a semi-structured questionnaire we wanted to find answers 
to questions regarding the FB group membership, how often do moth-
ers visit the group, how often do they write a post or a comment, what 
kind of topic do they like, do they comment, for how long have they 
been a member of the group, how often do they follow the topics in the 
Group, do they comment, and if yes, how often and in what topics, what 
is their opinion about the group?

Facebook group presence
The mothers who were interviewed became members of the group 

during 2012-2013, all of them have been group members at least for 12 
months. Three of them entered the group at the very beginning (those 
who were already mothers in 2011), the others entered only later, when 
some questions arose, or wanted to be informed about topics related 
to parenting. It is also noticeable that due to the retrogression of the 
mailing list, the Facebook group started to be more popular. 

“Since the birth of my baby, if I had time, I checked the Yahoogroups 
constantly. At the beginning6 10 to 12 letters arrived in a day, I had to 
cancel them on a regular basis. Then, I do not know what happened, 
but now there are not so many letters, not in a week. So, after a while, I 
joined the Facebook group. I knew about it a long time ago, but I delib-
erately did not want to enter, because I’m on the Facebook all day long, 
even so, I’m also a member of several other Facebook groups, I did not 
want to deal with this as well. But there was no one to “correspond 
with” on the mailing list after a while... (33, one child, urban, university)

There is a mother, who changed the settings in her FB profile to get 
notification after every post on the group. Others enter the group only 

6 She became member of the Yahoo! Groups mailing list in December 2012.



323

once in a week, once in a while. Others visit the group’s Facebook profile 
when they need information or they want to write a post. There are also 
mothers who enter the group only when a Facebook friend posted or 
commented in the groups, and they get a notification about this. 

“I usually read the posts in every 2 days, I read them always, even 
retroactively. And I read the post even when I get a notification that 
one of my friends wrote a comment.” (34, mother of two, on mater-
nity leave, rural, university)
“I do not really follow the group, I cannot do it, and I don’t even need 
a lot of things from there. I follow the baby-mommy stuff group be-
cause I buy from there. But with the csikianyak group is not the same. 
Only just when I am really interested in something, and I cannot get 
the information from somewhere else, such as a phone number or 
something else.” (26, one child, on maternity leave, rural, medium)

Analysing their own case and thinking of the case of a close friend 
or an acquaintance, the interviewed mothers think that the most ac-
tive members are those, who have recently had their first children and 
mothers whose children are from 6 to 24 months old.  The two-year 
long child care leave is considered in general to be a hard period when 
it comes to the social activities of the mother, who is shut out of the 
“world.” In the virtual world, however, social interaction can be much 
easier and it is reachable with the help of smart phones or laptops, even 
during breast-feeding or walking.

“My daughter was a few months old, I could not go anywhere. We 
moved to the village in that period, too, we started to refurbish the 
house, I had no time, I could not go anywhere. Nowhere. I haven’t had 
time to meet and chat with my friends, only if they decided to visit 
me, but they barely came because I could never tell when we sleep, 
when we eat, when we might  be out for a walk. So I started to look 
for the company of those who have similar problems, similar ques-
tions, similar fears. Usually I do not write comments, but I follow the 
events, and I learn a lot from the experience of the others.” (29, one 
child, on maternity leave, rural, university)
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Member activity

Mothers “like” posts, shared contents, and comments, if the top-
ic is close to their personalities, if they agree with the statements. In 
terms of leaving a comment, however, they have a much poorer in-
volvement. The interviewed mothers have an indisposition especially 
for posting and commenting. They usually read most of the posts, even 
comments if they are interested in the topic, but they decide to write a 
comment only in very few special cases. These exceptional cases are of 
three types: a) if they know that the answer to a given question would 
be helpful (e.g., a phone number) immediately, b) if they think they have 
the necessary skills in the case of specific issues, problems, and they 
feel competent to comment, c) if the post or the comments are going in 
a very wrong direction, against their strong beliefs and principles. They 
enter the debate only in such cases, in other cases they think there is 
not much sense in writing a comment, because after that leaving the 
discussion might be difficult.

It is often mentioned that they are only readers, they learn from 
the posts and comments; they choose to be a bit outsiders, observers, 
as one respondent formulated. We can say that they do not contribute 
significantly to the content of the group. They do not direct the con-
tents, the evolution of the group, neither with posts nor with comments. 

“I comment rarely. I write a comment only in those cases when I feel 
very competent in the subject, or if I feel that my opinion is signifi-
cant regarding the subject. Otherwise, I usually prefer just to read, 
to be an ‘external observer.’” (34, mother of two, on maternity leave, 
rural, university)

However, it seems that they would leave a comment more often, 
if the group was smaller or more familiar. They do not write comments 
because of the number of people they have never met in person, and 
because the written communication might be often misunderstood or 
it could be offensive, even without intention. A lot of people think that 
there are mentality-barriers: even though in the group’s definition the 
term “openness” appears, a lot of members of the group do not share 
this characteristic.

“It’s hard to convince people about another opinion, another point 
of view, and perhaps it is not even  a duty for anyone to educate 
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people. Because there are people who read about issues, ask ques-
tions about certain problems, who are open. But there are those who 
come with the mentality that ‘even we grew up like this,’ her mother 
said so, she saw this, etc., and in these cases there’s no one to talk 
to. Anyone who is not like this, can find the answers, there is no need 
to enlighten her here.” (29, one child, on maternity leave, rural, uni-
versity)
„I don’t like to comment, and usually I don’t do it. I do not have time 
for these, I read the posts very late when they are already out of 
date, the topic is quasi closed. However, sometimes I feel that I must 
say a word. Because the opinions are coming, the commenters are 
amplifying each-other, and the young mother, who is a beginner in 
such topics, gets an opinion which is not good, not proper, further-
more, it can be dangerous. And nobody tells that this is not right, this 
is wrong, please do not give such advice... Sometimes I feel I have 
the duty to make a statement. But as far as I can see, those moth-
ers who were writing comments on a regular basis before, nowadays 
are very passive as well. So I do not always write a comment. But I 
do it sometimes. A few months ago, for example, there was a post. 
A mother was asking what to do if her little baby has constipation.  
The baby was a few weeks old, he was only breastfed. The comment-
ers began to suggest apple juice, chamomile tea, orange juice etc. I 
could not believe it! Then I tried to explain politely that according to 
the professionals before the baby turns six months it is not advis-
able to give them anything but breastmilk, I advised her to contact a 
nutritionist, a doctor, and told her that I would not give anything from 
these things to my baby at this age. But I did not always undertake 
this. It is easier not to waste the time, and then not to have a reason 
to get angry...” (33, one child, urban, university)

Thanks to the interviews, we can say that there are two types of 
active group members, regarding posting or commenting. There is 
a smaller group, the usually active mothers. They seem to live their 
motherhood in a more active way in their private life as well, they do 
volunteer work, they are members of the association, and they mostly 
know each other personally. They often participate in various programs, 
they are more confident in sharing a post, leaving a comment. And 
there are the occasionally active mothers, who follow the posts and 
events almost every day, but they only write a comment when they feel 
very affected by the topic, or by the content of the comments. 
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“Usually experienced mothers comment up, share opinions and ex-
periences ... The truth is that the advice of a mother with two or three 
children is more reliable, so those who have only one child, even if 
they think or feel what is the right answer, they do not want to en-
croach, because – in their opinion – they do not have enough experi-
ence.” (33, mother of two, urban, medium)
„I think mainly those mothers are asking, who are raising their first 
child. And those who are commenting, answering, those are the 
mothers with more children, or who are more mature and ‘expert’ in 
the topic.” (37, mother of two, urban, university)

Popularity of the topics

In the course of the content analysis we delimited mostly the same 
topics as the respondents name popular and attractive themes. Most 
of the comments are written to posts dealing with controversial issues. 
Such as, pro or against vaccines, pro or against homeopathy, pro or 
against breastfeeding, pro or against early potty training.

“Usually there are a lot of comments when the topic somehow stim-
ulates those mothers who usually read the posts and comments at 
home in silence. Such topics are: Should we choose vaccination? 
Traditional medicine versus alternative cures? What are the sugges-
tions and why? Breast feeding, until when? Formula milk? In these 
cases much more mothers are writing than usually. Because these 
topics are not so innocent, and somehow every mother has an opin-
ion about this.” (33, mother of two, urban, medium)
“There are returning posters and commenters. As far as I can see, 
those who have been members of the group for a longer time are 
more active. Or there is a trustful closer group inside the group.” (23, 
one child, urban, university)
“Usually those mothers write comments who spend more time in 
front of the PC. The rule of the big numbers... Or those, who have 
the opportunity to follow FB at work. They know a lot of people – this 
community is not so big, and have a well define- nucleon. They have 
an opinion on everything; they have a lot of experience.  And chil-
dren.” (34, mother of two, on maternity leave, rural, university)
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Pros and cons

Most of the mothers state that they get a lot of good tips in the 
education of children, problem handling, or, if they need some informa-
tion, they can get it in a short notice. 

“I visit the group every day, since there are often new posts. Mothers 
often share videos and articles, or they formulate a good question, 
and I learn a lot from these.” (23, one child, urban, university)

Everybody agrees that this is a useful platform, there is a need for 
this group, but the opinions and the pieces of advice are not recipes for 
everything, they cannot handle every problem, they cannot substitute 
a specialist’s expertise. 

“I always outcry when I read posts, I mean questions regarding to a 
serious health problem. We are not doctors, we are not medical as-
sistants here. We are moms who were maybe in the same or similar 
situations, but it is not a substitute for a specialist’s knowledge. In 
case of a runny nose, yes, in case of choosing a sunscreen, yes. But 
with 39.5 Celsius fever is not advisable writing here, but consulting 
a doctor immediately! And what if we, more than forty-three moth-
ers are saying that a cold compress will solve it and everything will 
be okay? And if it does not? Sorry, we are not doctors. So the issues 
should be dealt with a little more caution. There are topics which are 
suitable for such group, and there are issues which not.” (33, one 
child, urban, university)

However, some negative remarks have been expressed, without 
asking for them. For example, the impersonal aspect of the commu-
nication, the lack of confidence, the very short answers, the ambiguity 
and misspellings. The different level of problem definition and message 
interpretation. 

“The FB is a popular area, but a group of this size cannot depend on 
specific trust factors. Because of this, it is more superficial, more 
impersonal, more “one line length.” At least those posts which go 
public. I hope that the detailed comments which go in private are 
much more humane.” (37, mother of two, urban, university)
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Conclusions

This paper’s purpose was to analyse the close Facebook group of 
the Mothers from Ciuc, which has 1501 members from Miercurea Ciuc 
and the surroundings. There was conducted a long linear, ESETI content 
analysis, and a shorter, focused one regarding the posts of May 2014. 
Beyond these, interviews were taken. One interview was taken with the 
founder of the association, who is the administrator and the moderator 
of the group in the same person, and with 12 other mothers, who have 
all been members of the group for at least one year. The paper was 
based on the analysis of all these, quantitative indicators and qualita-
tive observations, relating opinions and presenting categorizations. 

During the analysis we found out that in a month in average there 
appear more than two hundred posts on the group’s timeline, and in 
weekdays the mothers are a bit more active than in the weekends. At the 
same time, we could see that the majority of the posts are questions, 
so the members are waiting and asking for answers, for help, rather 
than being active content-makers. The most frequent topic is related 
to problems and questions regarding health, diseases, treatments, but 
the interest in programs for children and family is also significant. The 
most popular posts usually involve sensitive issues, topics which divide 
people, such as homeopathy, vaccination, cloth diaper, potty training. 
These kinds of post have the most comments. But the comments do 
not always assure a healthy debate atmosphere within the group; the 
debate sometimes degenerates into ugly personal remarks, the com-
menters’ behaviour and language is sometimes inappropriate. 

We can conclude that this group is a necessary communication 
channel and a very useful information sharing platform. It seems, how-
ever, that this type of communication platform cannot substitute by 
any means the e-mail correspondence, which is more detailed and 
more personal. But the most important are the personal encounters, 
physical group experiences, and connections. The group is a virtual 
platform, but it is not a virtual community. There is a smaller virtual 
community, but the members of this are more or less the members of a 
nonvirtual community, first of all. The majority of the members are only 
users of the group. The interviews revealed that this is the retaining 
reason for the members not being more active: a significant part of the 
mothers are opting for a passive presence, because they do not want to 
get in a dispute. Some people resent that the group is too big and too 
impersonal, and most of the members are only “consumers” who want 
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something and want it right away, but, on the other hand, they do not 
“bring” into the group something from their own part, they only “take” 
something: information, knowledge, good practices, useful tips.
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Table 1.: The cumulative table of the statistics of one month

Number of posts 241
Number of likes 1724
Number of comments 1081
Number of shared photos 500
Montly avarage 7.77
Daily avarage – weekday 8.68
Daily avarage – weekend 5.55
Minimum number of daily  post 1
Maximum number of daily post 15
Maximum number of likes 93
Maximum number of comments 66
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Table 2.: The cumulative statistic of the posts’ type

Table 3.: Topics of the posts 

Type of the post
1. Question 138
2. Promotion of a program 25
3. Photo sharing 21
4. Content sharing (online article, videos) 22
5. Information sharing 17
6. Attention drawing 8
7. Lost/Found 3
8. Other 7

Total 241

Topics
1. Program for children 27
2. Useful informations, contacts 27
3. Health problems 21
4. Household 20
5. Dress, shoue, articles for children 20
6. Programs for mothers 17
7. Giving birth, breast feading 16
8. Health conservation, precaution 17
9. Cosmetology 10

10. Administrative problems 9
11. Child rearing leave administration 8
12. Attachment parenting, carrying 7
13. Life of a mother 7
14. Articles for women 4
15. Association of the mothers from Csík 3
16. Other 28

Total 241
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Figure 1. The cover photo of the group

Note: The current cover photo of the group. Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/

csikianyak/

Figure 2. Short description of the group

Note: In English language would be: This is the group of the csikianyak@yahoogroups.

com e-mail list. The e-mail list is dedicated to Hungarian mothers living in the Csík region 

and mothers coming from this region but living elsewhere, to those mothers who are 

open to public discussions, to different programs for children and mothers, to give and 

accept advice, to be informed. It is strictly forbidden to make sell on this list.  
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Figure 3..: Asking for a paediatrician’s (dr. Bokor) changed program. 

Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/

Figure 4.: Looking for an upholsterer. 

Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/

Figure 5.: Looking for fresh trout

Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/
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Figure 6.:  Asking for experience about air travel with baby. 

Note: In English: Dear mothers! I ask those of you, who already have travelled by plane 

with baby. Could I bring on the plane with me the baby carriage or do I have to drop it with 

the other luggage? 

Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/

Figure 7.: Program for Children’s Day
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Note: This is a cover photo of an event dedicated to children for children's day. The Harvíz 

is the water supply company of the region.  Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/

csikianyak/

Figure 8.: Information sharing. 

It is a post about free trainings aiming the integration and reintegration of the vulnerable 

groups on the job market, dedicated to people without a stable job, or to those who would 

like to change profession. 

Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/

Figure 9. :Photo sharing 1. “Breast feeding”

Note: The label in English: The little Mercedes cars are suckling :) 
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Figure 10.: Photo sharing 2. Parenting

Note: The label in English: The child sees himself as it is shown in the reflection of your eye. 
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Figure 11.: Photo-sharing 3.  Attachment parenting.
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Figure 12.: Content sharing. Having rights even during giving birth 

Figure 13.: Raising Attention 

Note: in English: Dr. Sándor Bálint in the Kossuth Radio. Now! 

Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/csikianyak/
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Facebook and Social identity: 
creating or deStroying relationShipS?

Ta n g M u i J o o – C h a n E a n g T E n g 
Tunku Abdul Rahman University College

“you have one identity. the days of you hav-
ing a different image for your work friends 
or co-workers and for the other people you 
know are probably coming to an end pretty 
quickly. having two identities for yourself 
is an example of a lack of integrity” (Marc 
Zuckerberg cited in kirkpatrick 2010: 199). 
Mark Zuckerberg’s quote had challenged the 
identity of a person living in today’s society 
about their honesty in real life and in the 
virtual world. given the surveillance ability 
on friends and strangers online, it is rapidly 
manipulating the nature of social relation-
ships (amy Muise, 2009). the online identity 
awarded to people is liberally giving chances 
for people to lose their self integrity on the 
internet. the online alias protects the real 
user from their true identity while allowing 
them to interfere with other users’ lifestyle. 
according to recent corporate statements, 
at least 1.1 billion people use Facebook. 
nearly 80% of Facebook users (78.1%) 
were young adults between 18 and 54 years 
of age, while 55% were female. it is a well 
celebrated platform for individuals to self-
express, communicate and self-promote 
(Jose van dijck, 2012). the easy connection 
between people had served the term com-

munication a major leap in history. Social 
networking Sites’ (SnS) main purpose would 
be relationship building: making friends and 
participating in social organizations, com-
munities, and even trivial interactions and 
exchanges (chang-hyun Jin, 2013). 
SnSs might help individuals create and 
maintain social capital because the ‘tech-
nical and social affordances of SnSs enable 
interaction, and therefore reciprocity, within 
a larger network of social connections’ 
(Steinfield, 2008: 246). Social networking 
Sites, not only Facebook are mostly free 
of charge, which allows users that own an 
e-mail account to also own an account for 
the site. the convenience of this is practi-
cally giving online id to everyone. at pre-
sent time, people are accessing Facebook 
through computers, smart devices and any 
other medium that could connect to inter-
net. creating relationships had then been a 
breeze since the convenient medium had 
demolished the gap between strangers 
in real life. the research aims to find out 
whether Facebook has been constructive or 
disruptive in relationships by using survey 
(Facebook users) and interview (psycholo-
gist and counsellor).

keywords: Facebook, social identity, identity, relationships
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Introduction

Identity (social science) may be defined as the distinctive charac-
teristic belonging to any given individual, or shared by all members of 
a particular social category or group (Wikipedia, 2014).  “You have one 
identity.  The days of you having a different image for your work friends 
or co-workers and for the other people you know are probably com-
ing to an end pretty quickly….  Having two identities for yourself is an 
example of a lack of integrity” (Marc Zuckerberg quoted in Kirkpatrick, 
2010, p. 199).  Long before communication existed, people portrayed 
self-expression as a performance.  A multiple personality only emerged 
as public communication moved to an online space (Goffman, 1959).  
Social networking sites’ main purpose would be relationship building: 
making friends and participating in social organizations, communities, 
and even trivial interactions and exchanges (Chang-Hyun Jin, 2013).  
The convenience of these is that of giving online id to everyone who has 
registered.  Despite FB started out only connecting student networks, 
the site has been quickly adopted as a communication tool and a new 
way of socializing for people worldwide (Nir, 2012).  Photographs are a 
major element of how FB functions, as people are choosing FB as their 
preferred site for their consumption and dissemination of images.  The 
image that people choose to represent themselves on FB thereby has 
become hugely important, because it is seen as a representation of 
the user’s identity.  The representation of identity on FB is a problem in 
social media.  People are sometimes not identical with their true selves 
on FB, but how do we determine if the account is genuine?

 It is stated by (DeVito, 2005) regarding online context to hu-
man relationship that “perhaps even more obvious than culture or 
gender is the influence of technology on interpersonal relationships, 
not surprisingly, those who communicated (online) more frequently 
formed more relationships.”  Online communication may bring about 
a bad experience of online behavior too.  It is stated by Christofides, 
Muise and Desmarais (2012) that postings on FB may also lead to 
feelings of regret if negative consequences, such as loss of opportu-
nity or punishment, are experienced.  Online disclosures may also re-
sult in negative consequences for romantic relationships that “those 
who spend more time on FB are more likely to experience jealousy in 
response to ambiguous information that they see on the site, which 
may have consequences for their intimate relationships” (Christofides, 
Muise & Desmarais, 2012).
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As reported by a Malaysian Chinese newspaper, China Press 
(2014), there were a total loss of 70.1 million ringgit for the two years 
of 2012 and 2013 by the cases of network unabated love scam.  Women 
are accounted for 65% in the loss.  Victims fall in love with frauds of 
all ages.  “Love is a trained liar, specializes in sweet captivity of vic-
tims’ heart.”  (China Press, 2014).  As reported in the same Malaysian 
Chinese newspaper, the international love liar is through social net-
working sites, such as Facebook, Twitter, Yahoo chat rooms to find the 
target.  When the victim accidentally fall into traps, both sides will be 
communicating and developing their relationships through phone calls. 

  
Literature review

1. Human Communication and Interpersonal Romantic 
Relationship

Human communications are interrelated with interpersonal rela-
tionships.  Referring to (DeVito, 2005), there are stages in interper-
sonal relationships.  Relationships start from the contact stage, with 
the qualities of friendliness, warmth, openness, and dynamics. The 
second phase would be involvement, where a sense of mutuality, of be-
ing connected, develops. The third phase of interpersonal relationships 
would be intimacy that involves interpersonal commitment and social 
bonding.  The last phase would be either repairing the relationships, or 
deteriorating with dissatisfaction or dissolution with separations.  The 
stages of interpersonal relationships would be reflecting a common 
progressive route for humans to get involved in a romantic relationship 
and some might be ended up with separation.  Somehow, for today’s 
scenario, the dissatisfaction might be started from the feeling of jeal-
ousy and the ending might not be as an ending of a relationship. 

There are many articles that document successful relationships 
and the importance of communication. “Communication is the ce-
ment to any relationship, without it the relationship will fail” (Daniels, 
2011).  As introduced by Vangelisti (2012), interpersonal communica-
tion is central to romantic relationships.  Communication not only re-
flects romantic relationships, it also defines them (Vangelisti, 2012).  
It is stated that communication may be conveyed via various channels 
such as words, tone, and facial expression (Daniels, 2011). The fact of 
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the above mentioned can be double-dosed as in Willsey (2014) that 
the five communication tips for romantic relationshipsare as follows: 
to say “I love you” often, to learn to listen, to make thoughtful ges-
tures, to admire your partner’s strengths and overlook the little things, 
and, lastly, to be honest and share your feelings.  Adding to those tips, 
Family Dynamics Institute (2013) indicates that the key to family com-
munication is building trust.  

Dhavale (2011) has stated that the “lack of communication af-
fects your relationships with your family members, friends as well as 
at your work place.”  Communication in interpersonal relationships has 
been influenced by technology with its advantages and disadvantages 
(DeVito, 2005).  It is also stated that interactive social online network-
ing such as FB and MySpace has changed the way families communi-
cate.  There are studies that established the importance of romantic 
relationships (Parks, 2006); the Internet provides people with a context 
in which they can initiate relationships with little influence from net-
work members (Vangelisti, 2012).  People who used to have little con-
tact with family members may develop closer family relationships via 
the Internet.  Those closer family ties, in turn, may influence their rela-
tionship with their partner.  Individuals may also develop friendships or 
sexual relationships online that affect their existing romantic relation-
ship (Vangelisti, 2012).  It is, therefore, articulated by Wax (2014) that 
there are ten ways we may hurt our romantic relationships.  The things 
that can destroy a romantic relationship are that if you are playing with 
it, you do not trust your partner, you do not talk, you do not listen, you 
spend money like a single person, you are afraid of breaking up, you are 
dependent on the relationship, you expect happiness, you never fight 
and you expect the relationship to be either easy or hard.  The focus 
here is on the importance of communication and that communication 
can lead to relationship building or destroying. 

2. Facebook: Online Identity

FB was created in 2004 by a former Harvard student Mark 
Zuckerberg.  It was intended to provide the Harvard University with a 
type of online yearbook rather than their usual face books (Nir, 2012).  
College yearbooks were hard bound, including photographs of each 
student’s face, names, and information such as hobbies or sports.  The 
photographs of students were taken by the college photographer in the 
first week during students’ arrival and often they looked unflattering 
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and weird.  Once students proceeded onto higher levels in their studies, 
more basic information was attached, such as classes, courses, inter-
ests, and even relationship statuses.  All of that then has formed a stu-
dent’s identity in FB.  FB was the preferred medium of identity at that 
time, because it was convenient and everywhere (Pempek, Yermolayev 
& Calvert, 2009). The convenience has made FB the main tool of com-
munication.  It is somehow bringing up another issue, which is about 
to who people are communicating with.  This raises the issue, such as 
people are faking identities or faking information for personal reasons.  
It is reflected that, though FB is a new and convenient medium of com-
munication and identity, it creates faulty and can be dangerous if it is 
abused.  

When it comes to identity, the first and foremost important ele-
ment is our face, or rather how we look (Helvik & Hilsen, 2012).  FB is an 
online medium.  One’s identity will not be revealed so easily.  FB users 
may customize their photos and information to create the impression 
that they want to give to anyone who stumbles upon their profiles.  It is 
indeed the same for the human nature that people are judged through 
their appearance.  It is, therefore, profile pictures are digital first im-
pressions (Nir, 2009).  Let us not forget that FB allows users’ profile 
photos to be edited into the appearance users want them to be but they 
are not in the actual life.  This has constructed the view that identity 
on FB may or may not be eligible, regardless of any other information 
within.  Somehow, Pempek, Yermolayev, and Calvert (2009) view that 
identity on FB is just as vital as identity in real life for the Generation Y.

3. Facebook as Interpersonal Communication Medium 

According to Ellison et al. (2007), it is unavoidable that FB has 
become a great tool for interpersonal communication allowing us-
ers a cyber-spaced identity, self-promotion, an online community for 
groups, and instant messaging between users.  The convenience of FB 
has led people to communicate more easily, faster, and better through 
the cyber space (Coley, 2006).  FB allows event planning and also the 
advancement of technology which has encouraged interpersonal com-
munication between people.  Younger generations use technology such 
as the Internet more than any other media through which one can com-
municate and socialize (Mishna, McLuckie, & Saini, 2009).  The young-
sters are using it without realizing that FB is a tool of communication. 
Computers and Internet have indeed become an avenue for people to 
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connect with friends and strangers across the world (Christtofides, 
Muise & Desmarais, 2010).  Furthermore, FB also provides an easy 
access to friends’, partners’, and families’ information.  That includes 
changes in their profiles, additions of new friends, and messages post-
ed on their virtual wall.  It is indeed a risk for FB users to display actual 
information online with threats and dangers that are not recognized.

Normah Mustaffa et al. (2011) have stated that FB is only a means 
of communication with other friends and a way to reconnect them to 
their old friends. It is somehow visible that FB does not only have impli-
cation for young people themselves, it also affects their relationships 
within the family, and between generations.  FB improves family com-
munication as it provides a platform to Malaysians to discuss issues 
that they never talk face-to-face.      

Ann Chen (2011) has structured the pros and cons of selected 
SNSs based on their effectiveness to the users.  Only FB is tabled here 
to reflect its effectiveness in communication. 

Table 1:  
Pros and Cons of Selected SNSs Based on their Effectiveness to the Users

SNS: PROS CONS

Facebook

•	High visibility, where lots of 

people spend lots of time on 

Facebook.

•	Virtual word of mouth, where a 

friend shares something, which 

then gets shared by his or her 

friends, which in turn gets 

shared by his or her friends.

•	Lost in transit, where 

there is a possibility of 

your Facebook updates 

being lost in a person’s 

newsfeed.  Keeping in 

mind the competition 

against friends’ statuses, 

baby photos, and much 

more.

•	 Cleaning up refers to 

negative comments that 

are more noticeable, so it 

is good to have a term of 

use in info tab to protect 

you when deleting a 

comment.
         
(Ann Chen, 2011)
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4. Role of FB in Romantic Relationships 

The nature of FB gives network members unprecedented access to 
information about a romantic involvement, including declared relation-
ship status, photographs, social commentary, and even communication 
between partners (Blair & Holmberg, 2008; Sprecher, 2011; Sprecher & 
Femlee, 2000).  What is the indication of such acts to those online spam-
mers?  Is it serving as a warning to love predators that might be search-
ing for possible female preys to flirt or communicate with?  Is it only a 
love scam indicated in China Press (5 May 2014) that brought about 
the total loss of 70.1 million ringgit in Malaysia for the past two years?  
Youngsters utilize FB to declare certain feelings or emotions, romantic 
actions which are reflected in their usage in FB (Blair & Holmberg, 2008).

Knapps (1978) has indicated five stages in a relational stage mod-
el that describes the progression of a relationship. The stages are initi-
ating, experimenting, intensifying, integrating, and bonding.  Initiating 
is the first interaction and communication between the two individuals, 
one implies to another at a first meeting (Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009).  
In FB, it appears that the interested parties go to the target’s FB page 
and ascertain information about that person that they have met of-
fline (Fox, Warber & Makstaller, 2013).  According to Fox, Warber, and 
Makstaller’s findings (2013), the common process in FB that reflects 
the relational stage model has become that 

“you meet (or observe someone) socially, then you FB friend request, 
then you FB message, then you exchange phone number via FB 
message, then you text (not call), then you hang out in social groups, 
then you date, and then you date exclusively and adopt the titles of 
boyfriend or girlfriend as appropriate.  Then, there is another step: 
once your exclusive relationship has proven stable, you proceed to 
go FB official, declaring before friends and family and your old high 
school lab partner that you are, indeed, in a committed, exclusive 
relationship that you expect to last – and the details of your partner 
are hyperlinked for convenient viewing.” 

(Fox, Warber, & Makstaller, 2013, p. 29)

As romantic relationships develop over time, the relationship nat-
urally deepens and becomes more serious.  This causes individuals to 
become increasingly dependent on their partners (Le & Agnew, 2001).  
Somehow this will also increase discomfort when there is a threat.  
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When there is a threat to a relationship, anxiety, sadness, jealousy, and 
insecurity may occur (Pfeiffer & Wong, 1989).  FB poses a threat to re-
lationships as the convenient media might lead to certain findings and 
evidence.  People’s lives can become much more visible and, in some 
instances, it can even lead to disastrous consequences (Netchitailova, 
2012).  Social networking sites (SNS) like FB increase the amount of in-
formation that individuals receive about their partners.  If the user is an 
active user, the wall postings on the partner’s profile and the postings 
left by the partner at friends’ profiles reveal a lot of information about 
the partner’s daily activities (Persch, 2007).

Other than romantic relationships, there are also love scams filed 
in the news of China Press.  It is reported that the total loss of 70.1 
million ringgit are from love scams in 2012 and 2013 (China Press, 5 
May 2014).  Though FB is not the only factor of online love scams, it has 
become an easy access for scammers to approach.  This research pa-
per serves to reflect on the scenario of how social identity through FB 
brings impact to the new media users.  It is not highlighting its uses and 
gratification but its impact on social relationships, especially romantic 
relationships.  It is, therefore, looking into the objectives if FB has been 
constructive or disruptive in relationships.

Theoratical framework

1. Social Identity Theory

According to Stets and Burke (2000), this theory is to foresee and pre-
dict certain behaviors on different status of different groups, to analyze the 
legitimacy and stability of those different statuses, and the perceived ability 
to move from one group to another. It refers to the social selves of humans.  
In the theory, a person does not only have one personal self. People have 
several selves that correspond to different circles of groups.  An individual 
is, therefore, having multiple social identities at the same time.

The possibilities of generalizing on FB are endless, which leads to dif-
ferent social identities, made easier by the Internet which enables a person 
to communicate anonymously if s/he wishes (Stets & Burke, 2000).

This theory is used as a ground to study the identities used in FB 
which lead to social impacts concerned.  It is also to study online iden-
tities in FB and awareness on privacy and users that may construct or 
disrupt relationships.
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2. Media Dependency Theory

DeFleur and Rokeach (1989) have defined Media Dependency 
Theory as that an individual will be more depending on the media which 
have his or her needs fulfilled.  In between the need fulfillment, there 
is a link between media, audience, and the social system. The process 
of this theory is that, firstly, media attracts individuals by offering the 
content which is able to fulfill the audience’s needs for understanding, 
entertainment, and information. The next stage is the stage of strength 
in dependence relationship.  It is depending on the cognitive level of the 
users who realize the importance of media to them.  It also encourages 
the individuals to maintain the level of attention and also the affective 
motivation influenced by the emotional reactions that media bring to 
them, and that it will enhance the level of satisfaction.  Both cognitive 
and affective motivations are putting the audience to a higher level of 
involvement in the process of information.

Burrus (2010) has agreed that people become more dependent on 
social networking sites like FB and Twitter.  It is to gain latest informa-
tion of friends and to maintain relationship with friends and family.  It 
has shown that people nowadays are becoming more and more depen-
dent on FB in terms of time spent on FB.  It is also about information, 
happiness and sadness, social life and cohesion that bring them to the 
heavy use of FB.  This research is hereby to look into the extensive use 
of FB and to what extent Malaysians are depending on FB in building 
identities for the purpose of social life which also leads to the creation 
and destruction of relationships.

Methodology

Online survey is used in this research paper.  There are five com-
ponents constructed in the questionnaire, amounting to 41 questions 
in it.  The questionnaire is constructed to meet the research objectives 
which are to study the use of FB and its impacts on relationship build-
ing, particularly romantic relationships.  It is also to meet the objectives 
of studying social identity in FB and awareness of privacy uses.

The questionnaire was distributed online to 300 respondents at 
the age of 18 years old and above. It was under the considerations of 
the human right of an adult to have the decision making in choosing 
the right whether to respond to this survey. The questionnaire was 
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distributed through FB accounts to the friend lists starting from 1st of 
February 2014 and lasted for a week.

An interview was also conducted with a 25 years old local female 
psychologist, presently working as a counsellor who has requested not 
to reveal her actual name but rather to be known as CL, the initial of 
her name.  The interview serves as a professional’s point of view in this 
research finding when the issue is focusing on human relationship.

 

Results

The results formed are from the analysis of survey and interview.  
Data presentation is not divided into two parts from the survey and in-
terview.  The sub-division of data is based on the components in the 
survey and to be supported by the data of interview.

1. Respondents’ Profile

There were 300 respondents who replied voluntarily from friend 
lists of FB.  Of the 300 respondents, 150 were males and 150 were fe-
males.  The respondents were from different age groups ranging from 
18 to 35 years old and different relationship statuses. 89.7% of the re-
spondents were either in relationships or married, 10% were singles, 
and only one respondent was a divorcee.  There were no respondents 
aged 36 and above.

2. Pattern of Use on FB

Of the 300 respondents, there were 62.3% using smart phones to 
connect to FB and most of them tended to have FB as the first and the 
last activity they do in a day.  80.3% of the respondents agreed that FB 
is important in their daily life, while 11.5% rated it as very important to 
them.  50.5% of them think that they are addicted to FB.  Averagely 4.3 
hours is spent daily in FB.

The reasons of using FB among the respondents are to commu-
nicate with friends at 35%, to communicate with family at 11%, to get 
to know new friends at 7%, to read articles and news at 26%, to play 
games at 1%, and to access entertainment at 20%.

Aini Raudhah Roslam (2011) has labeled FB users who spend 
more than 4 hours in FB per day as FB addicts. Referring to the reply of 
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the respondents, 36% of them are considered addicts with daily time 
spent on FB more than 4 hours.  There are 11% of them who spend 
less than an hour per day.  54% of them are average users who spend 
mostly 2 to 4 hours per day.

49.2% of the respondents agreed that FB is the first and the last 
activity they do in a day.  61% of them log in FB accounts on 24x7 basis.  
Most of them tend to check their FB accounts every one or two hours. 

3. Relationship Building through FB

This part serves to see human communication that leads to a re-
lationship building through FB as a communication tool.

No. Statement Yes (%) No (%)

C1.
I will use FB to share my daily emotions, 

feelings, and / or incidents
60.8 39.2

C2.
I hope that other users will “like” and 

comment on my posts or shares in FB
58.9 41.1

C3.
I will chat with other users online more than 

talking to them in face-to-face physically
62.1 37.9

C4.
I will chat with a stranger that I come 

across through Facebook
48.3 51.7

C5.
I tend to reply more to the strangers of the 

opposite sex
41.7 58.3

C6.
I will accept friend request of people I do 

not know 
26 74

C7.
I will send friend request to people I do not 

know 
57.3 42.7

C8.
I will join groups created with the same 

interest / hobby
49.7 50.3

C9.
I will attend events created on  

Facebook which have attracted me
48.3 51.7

C10.
I will utilize Facebook to broadcast 

announcements for certain activities
37 63

C11.
I rely on Facebook to retrieve updates from 

friends and family
89 11
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From the feedback, there are a high percentage of FB users relying 
on FB to get updates from friends and family.  FB is serving its func-
tion as a tool of communication, to relate the community members. 
In that way respondents are able to share their real selfness in the FB 
accounts.  74% of them are selective at their choice of friend request. 
Once they have accepted the request, they are actually opening up 
themselves to the friend list and attending events that attract them. 
Though they are selective at friend request, 57.3% of them are more 
daring in approaching new friends.

Though 60.8% of the respondents would share their emotions on-
line, they would not announce their activities in FB.  This is a way to see 
them reserving and protecting themselves from possible exposures 
that may lead them in danger.

FB is a tool of communication in sharing, either from inner feeling 
to photos of daily life.  As commented by the psychologist CL, it would 
not be unusual that people are communicating without really seeing 
each other. The advancement of technology has made life convenient 
in communication. It is also easy to make chats online in exchanging 
ideas and thoughts. Even if there is a disagreement or misunderstand-
ing, users are able to refer to online sources for answers at the spot.

4. FB Effects on Romantic Relationship

The following data attempts to answer how users behave online 
towards the opposite sex. This is also studying if FB brings effects on 
romantic relationships. 
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D1.
I love to browse photos 
of the opposite sex on 
Facebook.

0 9.3 15.3 9.3 66

D2.

I will “like” a photo of 
the opposite sex on 
Facebook if I find him/
her attractive.

0 20 10 0 70
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D3.

I will comment on a 
photo of the opposite sex 
on Facebook if I want to 
approach him/her.

0 14.7 12.7 4.7 68

D4.

I will send a friend 
request to the opposite 
sex on Facebook if I want 
to know him/her better.

4.7 9.3 10.7 14 61.3

D5.

I will privately chat with 
the opposite sex on 
Facebook if I want to 
know him/her better.

2.3 14.7 10.3 7 65.7

D6.

I will try to meet up 
the opposite sex 
from Facebook if 
I feel comfortable 
communicating with 
him/her.

0 20 10 0 70

D7.

I will proceed into a 
romantic relationship 
with a person I have met 
on Facebook if I develop 
intimate feelings with 
him/her

2.3 14.7 10.3 7 65.7

The data has indicated the tendency of the respondents to start a 
romantic relationship online. It is now a common channel for people to 
approach the opposite sex through FB. The starting point can be from 
the action of browsing photos, “liking,” sending friend request, meet-
ing up, and falling into a romantic relationship.  D1 to D7 have shown 
the high side of strongly agreed from the respondents.  It has become 
now a common practice that such route helps in developing a romantic 
relationship.

Supported by the psychologist CL, FB users would definitely take 
their chance to browse photos of the opposite sex. It is the human na-
ture that they would love to look at, nice things, like beautiful, attractive 
photos.  Adding that, “it won’t be uncommon to see people getting in 
a relationship through online as it is just the same like the old times 
where there are still pen pals.” stated by CL.
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5. FB and Privacy

This part serves to show awareness of users in revealing their on-
line social identity and users’ awareness on their privacy in FB.
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E1.
I upload all of my actual 
personal information on 
Facebook.

0.3 13.7 19.3 9 57.7

E2.
I allow everyone to view my 
personal information on 
Facebook.

0.5 13.1 14.1 8.9 63.4

E3. I utilize the privacy setting 
of Facebook. 28 17 44.3 0.3 10.3

E4.
I limit my friends that 
can view my personal 
information.

20 10 60 0 10

E5. I select certain friends to be 
my “close friends.” 31.9 20.5 37.2 0.5 9.9

E6. I share my account details 
with another person. 14.3 36 32 13 4.7

E7. I own another person’s 
account details. 15 29 34 20 2

E8.
I share my account 
password with another 
person.

13.1 45 26.2 15.7 0

E9. I allow a 3rd party to check 
my Facebook account 14.7 44.7 23 17.7 0

E10.
I allow a 3rd party to 
have surveillance on my 
Facebook account

15 45 18 22 0

E1 and E2 have indicated the openness of respondents in reveal-
ing their actual personal information in FB. This is followed by the re-
sponse on E3 and E4 that they are not very much into managing the 
privacy setting while surfing online. That could be interpreted as that 
they do not really bother about the setting when they are at the neutral 
point, which is likely to be under default setting as suggested by FB. 
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This could also be perceived as the respondents are selective of their 
friend choice in FB. Those in the friend list consist of the group of en-
trusted.  Therefore, in terms of privacy, it is not to be highlighted much 
in this discussion.

There is a high percentage of disagreement on E6 and E7, where 
the respondents are aware of another person’s privacy, therefore, it 
is a mutual respect to trust and not to observe the events of another 
person in FB.  Pertaining to that point, the respondents also agree not 
to share FB account passwords for the purposes of privacy.  E9 and 
E10 highlight a point that the respondents do not agree to be checked, 
stalked, observed, and suspected from FB activities.

As the psychologist CL claims, people who utilize the privacy set-
ting would probably feel insecure with the online activities. It could be 
that they have a strong sense of privacy and self-protection, therefore, 
they would utilize the setting. It is stated by the psychologist that there 
are different kinds of stress along the life of a long term relationship.  
Many people would not agree to share their FB account password be-
cause they might find it a way that leads them into jealousy.  Private 
messages, however, still consist of many secrets, including the person 
they message with and the content itself.  A lot of couples argue due 
to such jealousy and the lack of trust towards their partner which also 
lead to break ups and the end to the relationships, adding that the act 
of surveillance is indeed an action of keeping track of the partners.

Conclusion

When Social Identity Theory is referred here, FB is able to offer its 
benefits and functions as a tool of identity creation.  It allows people of 
different groups to move around and to join from one group to another 
group.  It allows users to utilize its features of storing, uploading, and 
sharing unlimited photos, to connect and communicate among the FB 
community anytime, anywhere in the world.  It has brought convenience 
to humans but it is not suitable to be used as a medium of identity due 
to the awareness of privacy.

Whereas Media Dependency Theory was applied in this research, 
it indicates that the more a person becomes dependent on the media 
to fulfill her/his needs, the more important the media becomes for that 
particular individual.  This situation is reflected in this research that 
most respondents are depending on FB in their daily lives.  They see FB 
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as the main source of information from personal news to global news 
without verifying its trustworthiness.

FB creates the space of convenience for users to communicate 
online and exchange thoughts and ideas easily without the trouble to 
travel or meet up.  It is also encouraging people to communicate and 
search for similar interest online which encourages people to be more 
sociable.

FB is perceived as a good tool of communication that it is able 
to bring closeness among the family and social members.  FB usage 
brings positive impact towards family members, with the continuously 
increasing number of local FB users.  FB would help to build a better and 
more harmonic society, where the understanding of harmonic society 
is mostly brought about by happy and successful families.  Through the 
use of FB relationships among family members and communication 
shall be improved and enhanced to the level of a united society.

FB could be a medium for people to search for intimate interest but 
it is not becoming a social dating site.  It provides a platform for users 
to search or look for people that might catch their eyes through their 
looks or interest.  Couples tend to build relationships online whether 
with their partners or new ones. They would even promote themselves 
online, as FB is developed into a tool of self-promotion. It is in a way 
broadening their social circle.  It is anyhow a bad habit to monitor a 
partner’s FB account, as it is intruding privacy of your significant one.  
It may also lead to jealousy and suspicion.  When there is no trust in a 
romantic relationship, it is indeed ruining the relationship, bear in mind 
that FB is a communication tool but not a tool to spy or stalk on others.  
FB can be a good tool for communication but it is not for the purpose of 
causing jealousy among the couples.
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Appendix A

Online Survey

Thank you for spending time with this online survey which is on 
Facebook and Social Identity: Creating or destroying relationships?  
Your identity and personal information will be kept confidential.

I agree to answer this questionnaire (Please tick if you consent 
to answer)

Instruction: Respondents are to circle only one answer until that 
special request is stated.  

A: Respondents’ Profile
A1. Specify your gender

a. Male    
b. Female

A2. Specify your age
a. In between 18 to 25 years old
b. In between 26 to 35 years old
c. In between 36 years old and above

A3. Marital status:
a. Single
b. In a relationship
c. Married
d. Divorced

B: Pattern of Use on Facebook (FB)
B1. How much time do you spend on FB per day? (Regardless of 

any devices and activities)
a. Less than 30 minutes
b. More than 30 minutes
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B2. Which device(s) do you use to log in to FB daily? (You may 
circle more than one answer)

 a. Smart phones
 b. Laptops
 c. Others

B3. Why are you logging in to FB every day? (You may circle more 
than one answer)

a. To communicate with friends
b. To communicate with family
c. To know new friends
d. To read articles and news
e. To play games
f. To access entertainment like music and video

B4.  Do you think FB is important to you in your daily life?
  a. Not important
  b. Important
  c. Very important

  Why?  ____________________________________________

B5. How frequent do you communicate with your family members 
through FB?

 a. Never
 b. Rarely
 c. Frequently 

B6. Is FB the first and the last activity of your online routine of a 
day?

 a. Yes
 b. No

B7. Would you consider yourself addicted to FB?
 a. Yes
 b. No
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B8. What are the activities you usually do in FB? (Hints: checking 
news feed, sharing articles, chatting, playing games, updating profile, 
and others)

 __________________________________________________

B9. How much time do you spend on FB alone per day?

 __________________________________________________

B10. What is the time interval between your last log-in and the 
next log-in to your FB account?  Or, if you hang your FB accounted 
logged in, how frequent do you check your FB? (Hints: every 30 minutes 
you check your FB once)

 ____________________________________________________

C: Relationship Building through Facebook
 (Please tick only one answer, either yes or no)

No. Statement Yes No

C1.
I will use FB to share my daily emotions, feelings, and / or 
incidents

C2.
I hope that other users will “like” and comment on my 
posts or shares in the FB

C3.
I will chat with other users online more than talking to 
them face-to-face 

C4. I will chat with a stranger I come across through Facebook
C5. I tend to reply more to the strangers of the opposite sex
C6. I will accept friend request of people I do not know 
C7. I will send friend request to people I do not know 
C8. I will join groups created with the same interest / hobby

C9.
I will attend events created on  
Facebook which have attracted me

C10.
I will utilize Facebook to broadcast announcements for 
certain activities

C11.
I rely on Facebook to retrieve updates from friends and 
family



364

D: Facebook’s Effect on Romantic Relationships 

The following questions will attempt to collect data on how users 
behave online with the opposite sex. Please take into consideration of 
your relationship status while completing this section.

Please choose your agreement on the scale of 1-5 (Strongly dis-
agree – Strongly agree) accordingly to the statements below.

No. Statement
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D1.
I love to browse photos of the opposite sex 
on Facebook.

1 2 3 4 5

D2.
I will “like” a photo of the opposite sex on 
Facebook if I find him/her attractive.

1 2 3 4 5

D3.
I will comment on a photo of the opposite 
sex on Facebook if I want to approach him/
her.

1 2 3 4 5

D4.
I will send a friend request to the opposite 
sex on Facebook if I want to know him/her 
better.

1 2 3 4 5

D5.
I will privately chat with the opposite sex on 
Facebook if I want to know him/her better.

1 2 3 4 5

D6.
I will try to meet up the opposite sex 
from Facebook if I feel comfortable 
communicating with him/her.

1 2 3 4 5

D7.
I will proceed into a romantic relationship 
with a person I have met on Facebook if I 
develop intimate feelings with him/her

1 2 3 4 5

E: Facebook and Privacy 
The following questions attempt to challenge the user’s exposition 

of personal information and interpersonal information on Facebook.

Please choose your agreement on the scale of 1-5 (Strongly dis-
agree – Strongly agree) accordingly to the statements below.
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E1.
I upload all of my actual personal information 
on Facebook.

1 2 3 4 5

E2.
I allow everyone to view my personal 
information on Facebook.

1 2 3 4 5

E3. I utilize the privacy setting of Facebook. 1 2 3 4 5

E4.
I limit my friends who can view my personal 
information.

1 2 3 4 5

E5.
I select certain friends to be my “close 
friends.”

1 2 3 4 5

E6.
I share my account details with another 
person.

1 2 3 4 5

E7. I own another person’s account details. 1 2 3 4 5

E8.
I share my account password with another 
person.

1 2 3 4 5

E9.
I allow a 3rd party to check my Facebook 
account

1 2 3 4 5

E10.
I allow a 3rd party to have surveillance on my 
Facebook account

1 2 3 4 5

.Thank you for participating in this online survey

Appendix B

Interview Questions
The following questions aim to seek professional opinions from 

the professionals in the field of psychology.  
Questions on Social Networking Site and the Society
1. What are the factors that cause people to rely on Facebook?
2. What are the differences between people before and after the 

emergence of online social networking?
3. What are the reasons that lead people exposing themselves on-

line other than for the purposes of communication?
Questions on Social Networking and Couples
4. What is the role of Facebook for a couple?
5. How would a couple react knowing that their partners have 

their own accounts in Facebook which allow them a wider spectrum to 
be online privately and publicly?
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Emotionality, idEntity and Social PrESEncE 
in thE USE of facEbook ProfilES 
with agE SEt ExamPlES

A m y Ly n c h – F r A n z i s k A m A r c h e s e L L i  –  J e F F VA s s
University of Southampton

this paper (i) sets out a growing problem in 
digital sociology concerning the inability of 
current theoretical frameworks to enable us 
to decide about whether web technologies 
create a context for radical social change; 
(ii) a corpus of the literature on Social net-
work Sites (SnSs) is critically reviewed with 
a view to evaluating the evidence that sug-
gests links can be made between human 
emotionality and identity experience, key 
socio-demographic profiling and facebook 
use; (iii) we examine two frameworks (goff-

man’s impression management and fou-
cault’s self-surveillance) and apply them 
to the examination of data from two face-
book  projects linking age sets to facebook 
usage.  the first project, based on an online 
survey (n=255) shows significant relation-
ships between envy, age and aspects of fa-
cebook use.  the second project based on 
qualitative interview and SnSs user diaries 
of two generational age sets strongly indi-
cates age differences in the meanings at-
tached to facebook profiles and usage.

keywords: motionality, embodiment, agency-networks, SNSs, intergenerations
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Introduction

1.1 Empirical problems in Web research

Digital sociology is redolent with undecideability. Sociologists 
working in the field ‘feel’ Web technologies are transforming social life. 
However, when they develop theoretical understanding the conclusions 
are indecisive (e.g. Orton-Johnson & Prior, 2013). Hine’s study of online 
science forum discussions explored the role of e-forum discourse in 
reconfiguring relationships between geographically spread laborato-
ries and social boundaries between classes of contributor in scientific 
laboratory talk (Hine, 2002). Hine’s analysis demonstrated the online 
environment was recruited by professionals essentially to re-establish 
offline social boundaries between lay and professional users: the prac-
tical benefits of linking distally situated labs had little effect on the 
structure of science as an institution. The online environment does 
not ostensibly change anything as grasped by traditional categories of 
power and status. In a recent discussion on intimacy and human rela-
tionships in the digital age Jamieson (2013) acknowledges the impact 
of ICTs on relationships and their facilitation of new types of social bond 
such as ‘living apart together’ and as an ‘aid’ in the maintenance of 
social ties. Jamieson cannot see this, however, as supplanting the need 
for primary co-presence in relationships with its accompanying physi-
cality in human intimacy.

By contrast, Beusch (2007) contradicts these positions in his re-
search on online sexual interactions. Despite our traditional insistence on 
co-presence for ‘real social interaction’ Beusch’s study of non-normative 
sexual groups operating online shows that communication can lead to 
the development of new avenues of sexual activity. The confessional 
space, afforded by online communication of non-normative sexual prac-
tices, was found to be erotically charged. This enabled new interactive 
resources for users to construct fantasies and provided a new sexual out-
let for participants with some unusual consequences for the participant 
research process. Beusch’s study seems to say more than that SNSs are 
merely new media for practices whose shapes and contours are tradition-
ally known to us. But it is not easy to see how the insights derived from 
such studies can help us decide whether Social Network Sites (SNSs) are 
simply new media for practices or whether they fundamentally transform 
them. This makes it difficult to suggest anything more than a very provi-
sional assessment of Facebook 10 years on in our view. 



369

1.2 Theoretical problems in Web Science research

Theoretical approaches to the Web presence of (SNSs) such as Face-
book, so far, have led to much ambiguity. SNSs, such as Facebook, jointly 
form, with both offline and other online social networks, a nexus of human 
and ICT ‘activities’ comprising: interpretative labour, embodied activity, in-
formational flows, organic live and digitally recorded memory resources. 
Understanding the nature of this emergent ‘social machine’ resource 
(Vass, 2013) is proving elusive when we try to examine it using traditional 
categories such as network, community, social interaction, identity, power 
etc. (Gane & Beer, 2008). Such categories were developed and theorised in 
a period before the ubiquity of World Wide Web (WWW) based communica-
tion and networking. The ubiquity and penetration of ICTs into the minutiae 
of everyday life and activities have led us back to re-assessing standard 
theoretical resources with regard to understanding how technologies and 
socialities co-constitute each other (Vass, 2008; Halford et al., 2013). As 
Halford et al make clear the issues we now face as interdisciplinary issues 
in Web Science cut across social and computer sciences.

Current theoretical frameworks oriented to social networking 
phenomena lack the formal capacity to assess patterns of agency and 
effect among Facebook users and are unable to decide, for example, 
how changes to subjectivity and identity are to be framed (Vass, 2012, 
2013a). Social theory has long relied on a ‘reflexivity’ model to under-
stand the dynamics of human behaviour in which the elaboration of 
social activity is viewed in relation to an accompanying reflexive capac-
ity (Vass, 2012). This model has worked across theoretical paradigms 
and was adopted by functionalism, structuration theory, dramaturgy 
and symbolic interactionism as well as in underlying social psychologi-
cal research in the study of attitudes and behaviour (c.f. Bilig, 1996). 
The reflexivity model poses the human-ICT connection as that of a 
cognitively self-aware interpreting actor interfacing with a media re-
source. Traditional theory does not permit us easily to understand the 
resulting system as an emotional-subjective-electronic networked one 
which may have emergent characteristics different from the scope of 
traditional categories. The problem now facing us with regard to un-
derstanding the human-Web relation is equivalent to one of undecide-
ability. When we move into empirical contexts how are we to make 
decisions about whether or not the implementation of the Web as a 
resource has had impact, say, amounting to a ‘social change’?
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1.3 Sociality, emotionality and the Web

It would be tempting to scrap everything and to re-start social the-
ory from ground zero. Such a task would be immense given the growth 
and rate of change we see in the development of the Web. Certainly 
more baseline descriptive research is called for that enables us to test 
the limits of our existing theoretical categories and methods. Fowler 
and Christakis (2008) examined the spread of ‘happiness’ through 
large social networks showing, apparently, that social networking can 
‘transmit happiness’. They used the Framington offspring cohort of 
5200+ persons in the US. The results seem impressive at scale, but im-
porting the methodology to a Facebook context would be problematic. 
The Framington network is concentrated in Massachusetts, USA where 
we might reasonably expect some semantic alignment with definitions 
of ‘happiness’ (they used the US Center for Epidemiological Studies 
Depression Scale CES-D) among cohort members as constituted by 
scaled test questions derived for clinical depression. The distribution of 
emotion-semantics across the Facebook network would make a simi-
lar project rather inconclusive. The CES-D scale would quickly move 
beyond its areas of linguistic and cultural competence (Littlewood & 
Lipsedge, 1997). This kind of research works better as baseline that 
tells us not so much about the transmission of happiness through a 
network, but about the clinically defined emotion of happiness within a 
localised social network whose characteristics we can further explore 
ethnographically. 

We are more interested in how defined and local groups relate to 
specific SNSs and what we can say about current practices. Despite the 
growth of SNSs, little is known about their impact or the implications 
of their use for the future. Even less researched is what motivates a 
user to maintain SNSs profiles, especially from personal perspectives. 
Part of this study attempts to investigate this under-developed area as 
SNSs use becomes increasingly integral to everyday life.

Any social group needs to have strategies for allowing individuals to 
reflexively monitor themselves with reference to a ‘we’ from which they 
might derive a sense of regularity and the normative rules for elaborat-
ing social life (Gilbert, 2000). In modern societies we have a sense of 
the breakdown of such normative regularities (Bauman, 2002), we are 
placed in a new set of relationships to a less stable ‘we’. This may cre-
ate problems for social identity construction as Bauman would argue, 
alternatively we might pragmatically use the fluidity of the situation 
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creatively to reconstruct identities (Vass, 2013b). Some have examined 
the way in which fluid social networks are used by school-age teens 
to explore their own non-normative sexual identities (e.g. Bay-Cheng, 
2003). In such cases we need to be very sensitive to the issues of pu-
tative self-esteem of teens and young adults, their evolving senses of 
identity and their use of sexuality to explore self-definition. We might 
assume that the use of SNSs in such situations will show a range of 
emergent characteristics and the key will be to have some baseline re-
search data. Taking a pragmatic approach that privileges the creativ-
ity and strategy involved in contemporary social life, we might assume 
that we should look for different strategies in different age groups.

Focussing on youth, the image that emerges from the literature is 
negative, portraying SNSs as a youth phenomenon which is creating a 
generation of narcissists obsessed with identity management. Schol-
ars such as Turkle (2011) and Lovink (2007; 2011) raise concerns about 
the future emotional and moral capacities of a generation believed to 
be forever mindlessly updating, and Mayer-Schönberger (2009) ques-
tions the ability to forgive and forget amongst a generation who appear 
to have no boundaries for sharing personal information publicly. On the 
other hand, Facebook entrepreneur Mark Zuckerberg proclaims that 
SNSs make the world a more open place as authentic online identity 
increases trust.

In the context of rapid social change we need to situate these 
observations of the changing spectra of emotional experience in both 
discussions of understanding social change and the forms of situated 
human experience that accompany them. The relationship between 
patterns of social organization, change and emotionality has gained 
ground on the sociological agenda over recent years (Burkitt, 2014). 
While we are confident of studies that establish observed correlations 
between social structure and experience we still lack sufficient baseline 
empirical work on websites such as Facebook that would allow us to 
examine new types of online social relation and the experiences they 
generate. This is part of the rationale of this present discussion.

2.0 Facebook and SNSs selfhood and social relations

The behaviours that constitute status and social structure offline 
have chronicity and durability tied to the institutions that generate 
them. Online there appears variance between sites with different pat-
terns of usage. Twitter has a growing youth following. Facebook has 
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an ageing population. The youth of Twitter overlaps extensively with 
Facebook where users have accounts on both SNSs, but the same is 
not found with older cohorts. The rate of growth and change on SNSs 
suggests that we cannot view them as institutions in the chronic sense 
where the durability of practices and social relations sustains stable 
structures and patterns of user experience and emotionality. Here we 
firstly characterise authenticity in Facebook profiling as an identity 
practice, then we look at the implications of two theoretical paradigms 
often invoked in discussions of SNSs and Facebook: Foucault and Goff-
man.

According to Jarvis (2011), authentic online identity has improved 
interaction and developed an age of forgiveness, as Facebook is built 
upon relationships with real people in physical life. SNSs are redefin-
ing how users understand mistakes (Jarvis, 2008). When presented 
with a theme they may disagree with, Jarvis (2011) believes, as SNSs 
use grows, users are increasingly tolerant, offering empathy and un-
derstanding. Jarvis (2011) states he trusts in Zuckerberg’s notion of a 
pure, singular identity in which all identities come together and are ac-
cepted, increasing the difficulty of maintaining separate individualities. 
This is considered desirable for many Americans and others around the 
world post-9/11, in which a mistrust of anonymity has been created. 
Arguably, this opposes the original ethos of cyberculture.  

Mayer-Schönberger is less optimistic about the development of 
singular online identity, proposing a comprehensive digital memory 
of the past is inherently oppositional to human memory (2009, p. 1). 
Undeniably, human recollection of an event mutates but the digital 
memory of SNSs allows moments in time to be frozen forever - neither 
is an accurate and complete depiction of who a user truly is (Mayer-
Schönberger, 2009, p. 106). Mayer-Schönberger concludes that digi-
tal remembering leads to a loss of information control, restricting the 
freedom of individuals to shape their own identity, and forget mistakes, 
as they age(2009, p. 108). This, of course, has implications for the fu-
ture of power dynamics.

Identity control is thus a key investigation area. Bakshy et al. note 
Twitter is devoted to publicising personal information for followers to 
read (2011, p. 65). Unlike most Facebook users those on Twitter, and 
Instagram, do not usually know the majority of their followers person-
ally, enabled by the default public profile settings, spawning a number 
of publicly made, recorded mistakes. Are users complacent or anxious 
about this legacy?
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Researching forums, Bakardjieva  found that users combined pri-
vacy and publicness in different proportions online – users projected 
no singular identity (2007, p. 251). Facebook now questions this. Do 
other SNSs, namely Twitter and Instagram, intersect with the confor-
mity that Facebook can be seen to demand? Zuckerberg’s Facebook 
vision seems reminiscent of Baudrillard’s (2006) notion of Disneyland 
as the ultimate imaginary ‘real’ place.

Rebutting Zuckerberg, Bakardjieva found that many older users 
reacted negatively to the idea of intimacy online, possessing rational-
ist ideas of information exchange, an ‘expert-knowledge-or-nothing’ 
attitude (2007, p. 240). Alternatively, Miller found that his young par-
ticipants who used Facebook dedicated time to profile cultivation to 
give a visual representation of their Self (2011, p. 83). Miller (2011, p. 
173) saw this as participatory surveillance arising out of a new self-
consciousness about one’s appearance developing from SNSs use, 
amplifying the insecurities already felt by most teenagers that become 
less evident with age (Miller, 2011, p. 178).

SNSs Phenomena and Age

Could age therefore be an important variable in considering the 
differing attitudes and behaviour of SNSs users?

Primarily, it is important to have an idea of age distributions 
across SNSs. Socialbakers (2012) demographics reported that 18-24 
year olds made up 24% of overall Facebook users in the UK, while 45-54 
year olds made up 12%. Additionally, Macmillan (2012), writing for The 
Wall, displays that two thirds of UK Twitter users are under 35. Insta-
gram demographics can be accessed through AppData, an application 
traffic leaderboard hub; however, there are no UK-specific statistics. 
Demographics for Instagram are less common. Statistics produced are 
only a reflection of users overall; however, it was displayed that 88.6% 
of users worldwide were under 35 and only 3.1% were over 45.

SNSs are therefore predominantly inhabited by the younger gen-
eration – however, age distribution varies across SNSs. Further enqui-
ries found no evidence of research that provided meta-analysis of age 
and SNSs use. Research focus either centres on the young or the old, 
rarely both concurrently. Yet multiple age cohorts appear essential in 
comparing how SNSs use impacts everyday life, and how age distribu-
tion thus shape SNSs experiences.
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A consensus emerged, research focused primarily on the young as 
a barometer for change in measuring the impact of SNSs on social life 
as under 35’s make up the majority of SNSs users – however, this is not 
to say that SNSs do not impact the lives of those who do not use them. 
We must investigate the lives of the parents of the SNSs generation, 
they do not remain untouched by SNSs growth. Arguably, such youth-
focused research reflects an anxiety and the political agendas regard-
ing successful generational transitions, present with every generation 
(Cohen, 1997).

For example, Steinfield, Ellison and Lampe conducted two surveys 
alongside in-depth interviews with 18 undergraduate Facebook users, 
finding Facebook offered new tools to develop and maintain relation-
ships in emerging adulthood (2008, pp. 434-435). Facebook allowed 
students with low-self esteem to improve their bridging social capi-
tal (Steinfield, Ellison & Lampe, 2008, p. 443). Miller however believes 
SNSs simply address teenage boredom (2011, p. 171).

Miller also found Facebook impacted the elderly (2011, p. 30). Dr 
Karamath, an elderly wheelchair-bound scholar, saw Facebook became 
his ‘white horse’ as the networks he had before his illness could be re-
built (Miller, 2011, p. 32).

2.1 SNSs and Selfhood: Foucault and surveillance

Projection of the Self online began with the blogging phenomena 
in 2003/4 (Lovink, 2007), in which blogs became the catalysts for the 
democratisation of the Internet. However, Lovink (2007) does not in-
terpret this development positively, labelling the growth of blogging as 
‘the nihilist moment’, asserting that since 2000 the illusion of change 
has been lost and blogging assisted users to cross from ‘truth into 
nothingness’. Lovink (2007) also observes that blogs enabled users 
movements and activities to be monitored and stored not by an invis-
ible or abstract authority, but contributed by the users willingly in their 
desire to be noticed by others.

With the development of network-orientated social media, Lovink 
observes that the skills of self-management and techno-sculpturing 
have become paramount as the ideals of early cyberculture have dis-
appeared (2011, p. 13-39). The development of SNSs, Facebook espe-
cially, has therefore led to an integrity crisis if a user does not maintain 
one authentic online identity. Lovink  thus claims that as users become 
aware they are creating an artificial, made-up image of their Self online 
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a perpetual sense of failure is created (2011, p. 41-42). Users hence 
continue on their quest to make their online Self more authentic under 
the illusion that such a Self could exist because figures like Zuckerberg 
tell them it is so, digging up a debate long discussed by scholars such 
as Goffman (1959) and Baudrillard (1988) about what constitutes self-
hood and identity.

Opposing the notion of singular self, Keen (2012, p. 15) proposes 
that SNSs profiles actually splinter identities as users gradually ex-
ist outside of their bodies, left unable to concentrate on physical life 
(2012, p. 15). Subsequently, Turkle (2011, p. 178) believes that emo-
tions are now not fully experienced by users until they are publicly 
broadcast – how can a user feel something if no one knows they are 
feeling it? (2011, p. 178). (If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around 
to hear it, does it make a sound?).

Like Turkle, Lovink (2011, p. 38) proposes that SNSs have un-
leashed a collective obsession with identity management. Gare be-
lieves this is primarily a youth phenomena amongst ‘children of the 
real-time revolution’, who are only interested in the events of ‘the next 
five minutes’ in which they have been taught it is appropriate to voice 
their opinion continuously, constantly browsing, checking and updating 
‘without purpose or commitment’ (2006 cited in Lovink, 2011, p. 45). 
Keen (2012, p. 23) also believes that SNSs allows young narcissists to 
fall in love with themselves repeatedly through profile cultivation, epit-
omised in the quote ‘Facebook is becoming Man’s own image’ (Keen, 
2012, p. 28).

Similarly, Turkle (2011, p. xi), through online ethnography and in-
terviews, proposes that ‘people reflect on who they are in the mirror of 
the machine’ focusing, like Lovink, on those who are ‘digital natives’. 
Turkle (2011, p. xii) asserts that youth are insecure and anxious about 
intimacy, looking to technology to be constantly close but distant and 
protected simultaneously. This is an expansion on the concept of risk 
society, in which individuals become dependent on relationships to find 
security in a volatile world (Beck, 1992). Turkle  thus observes that us-
ers present who they think they are on SNSs but actually construct a 
fantasy ideal image (2011, p. 153). 

Therefore, are SNSs users on a journey to a Zuckerbergian utopia 
of authentic identities or are they ever anxious, ever self-surveying and 
increasingly insensitive? Where do the boundaries between ‘real life’ 
identities and SNSs lie, do they even exist? 
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2.2 SNSs Selfhood and Performance: Goffman’s dramaturgy- 
Facebook and Face Work

At this point we should pose the question of how to develop fur-
ther a theoretical account of the relation of emotional experience to 
the kinds of practices we see developing on Facebook. Clearly, both 
Foucault and Goffman as theorists of selfhood and reflexivity in the 
contexts of power and performance respectively are good candidates. 

Self-presentation is a sine qua non of both Facebook and identity 
construction. Goffman was one of the first theorists to argue that so-
cial interactions serve a desire connected to presenting an image of 
the self, as well as orchestrating social order and structure through 
actors’ attention to impression management: indeed the connection 
between Goffman’s understanding of face and online profiles cannot 
be coincidental on Facebook. The self, for Goffman, is a managed im-
pression of outwardly presented and constructed face; it refers to the 
verbal and nonverbal practices we employ to present an acceptable im-
age of our self to others who co-operate in the maintenance of identi-
ties as faces through disciplining procedures and audience tact. Goff-
man (1959) implies a duality to the self: the ‘self-as-performer’ and 
the ‘self-as-character’. The performer is the thinking, desiring human 
being whose basic motivational core is to engage in performances for 
others to achieve selfhood (Branaman & Lemert, 1997). 

These ground Goffman’s dramaturgical theory such that we can 
construe our performative lives as organized into performative ‘front’ 
and ‘back’ regions. The front stages public performance, intentionally 
or unwittingly employed by the individual (Goffman, 1959). The back is 
where the performer prepares and steps out of character. For Goffman, 
the essence of self is found in interaction and in others participating 
in the dynamic of impressions that flow through joint performances. 
In face-to-face encounters people validate identities and establish the 
meanings of encounters. These encounters also come with rules and 
knowledge of how to construct interactions (Goffman, 1971)

In face-to-face interactions, identity is limited to situated con-
straints. People cannot easily perform identities that are inconsistent 
with their physical appearance e.g. sex, race, looks. However, the ad-
vent of the Web and SNSs means the body can become detached from 
social encounters, creating anonymous spaces where individuals can 
hide undesirable features or ‘play act’ (Zhao et al., 2008). The Web has 
raised many new questions about interpersonal impressions, compli-
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cating how we now form and manage them. Can Goffman’s concept of 
impression management be transferred to the Web?

Facebook is particularly interesting since each users profile exudes 
an image they must maintain. Facebook is not anonymous as most of 
the online relationships are also anchored in offline communities (Zhao 
et al., 2008). Therefore Facebook is a ‘nonymous’ online environment 
that places constraints on the freedom of identity claims, yet still with 
some room for self-presentation (Zhao et al., 2008). The majority of the 
population use self-presentation strategies in order to maximise posi-
tive perceptions from others (Alpizar et al., 2012). Zhao et al. (2008) 
coded 63 Facebook profiles and found a continuum of self-presenta-
tion modes, from implicit to explicit identity claims. Zhao et al. (2008) 
found that Facebook users tended to prefer the most implicit identity 
strategy – this is visual, involving pictures the users have uploaded 
themselves and also comments made on their walls by others. Popular 
among friends, well-rounded and thoughtful were all socially desirable 
characteristics that people wanted to possess and show on Facebook. 
Zhao et al. (2008) concluded that the identities on Facebook were not 
the ‘real selves’ established in the offline world, nor the ‘true selves’ 
commonly seen in anonymous online environments, but the ‘hoped-for 
possible selves’ that individuals aspire to have offline but are not able 
to fully embody for one reason or another. Facebook profiles are almost 
a third type of self, the socially desirable and norm conforming self. 
This suggests that identity is not an individual characteristic but a so-
cial product that individuals present and perform differently in varying 
contexts - very similar to Goffman’s dramaturgy.

We now examine the link between emotion and social structure 
conceived in the dramaturgical paradigm with a view to examining 
impression management, self-understanding of status and, later, its 
connection with envy. As Facebook grows older more ‘netiquettes’ are 
developing and information can be ‘given’ and ‘given off’ online through 
the way people use the medium, as in face-to-face that Goffman sug-
gests. However, Goffman’s concept of impression management is un-
dergoing transformation on the Web.

Strano (2008) conducted an online survey about profile image 
posting practices and interpretations arguing that the profile picture 
is the most pointed attempt of photographic self-presentation on 
Facebook. She found that men changed their profile picture less than 
women and women were more likely to have a picture with their friends. 
It is interesting that Zhao et al. (2008) also found that the majority of 
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their participants had profile pictures of them with friends – indicating 
an effort to construct a group-orientated identity. Yet Strano (2008) 
found that older users were constructing more unique and individual 
identities on Facebook. Perhaps an emphasis on group identity is a 
temporary phase or perhaps it is because older users are more likely 
to be newer users of Facebook, thus are less affected by the need for 
self-presentation, they may also have higher self-esteem.

Facebook ‘walls’ are also important arenas of self presentation 
(Walther et al., 2008). Facebook is entirely controllable, except for what 
other people may post on one’s profile. Therefore, what others write 
may affect how an individual is perceived. Walther et al. (2008) found 
that participants exposed to positive wall posts rated the profile owner 
as more qualified and socially attractive than the participants who read 
negative wall statements, highlighting the impression-bearing value of 
comments about the profile owner. This shows that our online identi-
ties are greatly defined by how others communicate with us online and 
therefore, affects how believable this identity is – reinforcing Goffman’s 
theory of performance and belief in this performance being vital. 

3.0 Status, profile and envy

We turn now to a review of work that makes theoretical and empiri-
cal links between social structure (qua status), selfhood and emotional 
experience. The issues generated by this review are further explored in 
some of our own empirical work detailed in sections 4 and 5.

Envy is a universally translated term generally regarded as strong 
in most ethnographic accounts that recognise it as a distinctive hu-
man experience. While the strong feelings with which envy is associ-
ated may be socially constructed variably across cultures and social 
settings nevertheless it is regarded as central to the experience of 
being social and group membership. A general definition of envy has 
been made whereby feelings of inferiority, hostility and resentment are 
produced by an awareness of another person or group of persons who 
enjoy a possession, social position, attribute or quality of being that is 
desired (Smith &  Kim, 2007; Parrot & Smith, 1993). Envy and jealousy 
are emotions that are commonly interchanged but need to be distin-
guished for empirical purposes. Envy typically involves a group member 
lacking something enjoyed by another. Jealousy typically occurs when 
one fears losing someone or something to someone else (charac-
terised by distrust, anxiety and anger) (Smith & Kim, 2007; Parrot & 
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Smith, 1993). For observational purposes we identify two types of envy: 
‘malicious’ and ‘benign’. Malicious envy, sometimes known as negative 
envy, is defined as painful feelings of helplessness and ill will against 
the envied. In extreme forms, this type of envy can induce a variety of 
malevolent behaviours such as derogation (Smith & Kim, 2007).

By contrast, benign envy, sometimes known as positive envy, is 
free of the ill will and can be similar to admiration and longing (Van de 
Ven et al., 2009). With regard to Facebook research our work seeks to 
address the following: (i) benign envy could, over time, lead to mali-
cious envy and create negative well-being. And (ii) in some cases envy 
may grow just from seeing someone derive satisfaction or prestige 
from something that was not considered to be desirable previously 
(Miceli and Castelfranchi, 2007). 

Upward social comparison has been found to trigger benign envy 
and a self-improvement motivation  but does this apply online? (Van 
de Ven et al., 2011) In the virtual world of Facebook, seeing what other 
people are doing and feeling envious of them may not motivate people 
due to it seeming unattainable. Instead other ways of coping may be 
required. Individuals often exaggerate their own activities, abilities, 
achievements and/or possessions (online and offline) to regain the 
same level as others, creating a ‘self-promotion – envy spiral’ as Bux-
mann et al. (2013) name it. This constant social comparison is key to 
both envy and Facebook as discussed below.

3.1 Creating online arenas for self-comparison

The unprecedented scale of information sharing on social net-
working sites, specifically Facebook, provides grounds for envy and an 
easy means to compare oneself against peers (Buxmann et al., 2013). 
People underestimate the negative experiences of others and overesti-
mate the positive experiences (Jordan et al., 2011). As it is not a norm 
to show negativity on Facebook  these estimations are often exagger-
ated further and cause negative emotions to proliferate (Zhao et al., 
2008). As Miceli and Castelfranchi state, “social comparison processes 
are typically at the core of envy” (2007, p. 450). The perceived inferiority, 
resulting from social comparison, is the basic route to envy. Facebook 
allows possibilities for expanding impression management and creat-
ing a socially desirable self-image to gain feelings of non-inferiority. 
Buxmann et al (2013) found envy to be the main cause of frustration 
on Facebook, with travel and leisure, social interaction and happiness 
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being the main triggers of envy. Posting photos on Facebook has been 
a long established norm, therefore users do not risk being accused of 
self-promotion, yet are in fact doing so. Buxmann et al (2013) also find 
that the intensity of passive following of others is likely to reduce user’s 
life satisfaction in the long run, highlighting just how significantly social 
comparison promotes envy. They suggest that there is a continuous 
spiral of ‘self-promotion – envy’, with users engaging in increased self-
promotion in order to combat envious feelings, hence it becomes more 
pronounced. The self-presentation actions that this may cause must 
now be examined, and whether these effects differ between gender and 
sexual orientation.

Feinstein et al. (2013) studied negative social comparison on Face-
book. Facebook provides ample opportunity to compare oneself with 
others on characteristics such as appearance, popularity and success, 
providing plenty of opportunity to mull over the causes and consequenc-
es of one’s perceived inferiority, which leads to an increase in depressive 
symptoms (Feinstein et al., 2013). Chou and Edge (2012) found that us-
ers who had Facebook longer, as did those who used it more regularly, 
agreed more that others were happier and had better lives than them.

Further supporting the argument that Facebook causes nega-
tive social comparison, Alhabash et al. (2010) studied the 2 prominent 
Facebook activities of social browsing (surfing the general information 
that is made available on Facebook) and social searching (looking for 
specific information with the goal of getting to know a person better). 
Alhabash et al. (2010) found that the most total time on Facebook was 
spent on social searching, followed closely by social browsing. Social 
searching gave more pleasant feelings than social browsing which may 
be because social searching fulfils our need for connectivity whereas 
during social browsing social comparison can occur. Pempek et al. 
(2009) also found that students spent more time observing content 
than actually posting content, but had not distinguished between so-
cial browsing and social searching.

3.2 Gender, sexual orientation and narcissism online

Alpizar et al. (2012) coded 350 random Facebook user profiles to ex-
amine for differences in impression management on Facebook between 
gender, sexual orientation and relationship status. Interestingly, it was found 
that those who described themselves as either bisexual or homosexual 
changed their profile picture and information frequently (Alpizar et al., 2012). 
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It has been found that women tend to rely on Facebook to main-
tain existing relationships whereas men typically use it to start new 
relationships (Sheldon, 2009, Mazman & Usluel, 2011). Mazman and 
Usluel’s (2011) possible reason for this is that females tend to hide 
their personal information and keep their profiles more private than 
men. Differences in motivational use may also provide differences in 
emotions and behaviours on Facebook.

The rise of social media has brought much debate about the issue 
of narcissism. It is argued that Facebook provides a fertile ground for 
narcissists as users can have hundreds of virtual friends and emotion-
ally detached communication. Mehdizadeh (2010) found that individu-
als with the offline personality trait of narcissism do engage in more 
Facebook activity and some self-promotional content. Those with low-
er self-esteem also engaged in more Facebook activity (Mehdizadeh, 
2010). However, Kramer and Winter (2008) found no association be-
tween self-presentation and self-esteem, showing the need for more 
research and similar methods to eliminate contradictory results.

3.3 Conclusion and questions for empirical studies

The review of literature suggests that the use of survey and quali-
tative data would be productive in the development of baseline data 
where we could be confident of using tools adapted to limited demo-
graphic jurisdictions. We pose the following groups of questions with a 
specific interest in age groups:

Goffman’s Face Work paradigm
What are the patterns of Facebook profile resource usage in the 

management of impressions and Face Work?
Are there demographic differences (age, gender, sexual orienta-

tion) in the nature of impression management?
Foucault’s self-surveillance and confessional paradigm by age 

group
What motivates users to reveal and confess information about 

themselves on SNSs?

4.0 Methods
To generate baseline data that would assist the development of a 

new paradigm framework we have employed an eclectic methodology 
to address specifically the questions raised in 3.3. These methods con-
sist of an online survey on Facebook; interviews; and SNSs user diaries.
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4.1 Quantitative Survey Study

The survey was distributed on Facebook through links on one 
researcher’s own friends network (n= 300 +); it was distributed to a 
number of open and closed groups on Facebook. The link to the survey 
and a request for voluntary participation was shared. The researcher 
posted the link to groups such as the local Amnesty International. Links 
were posted to three UK university LGBT societies. This was to gain 
more access to LGBT people in order to represent them more fully and 
gain insights into any differences between sexual orientation as well 
as gender. The survey was available for four weeks and there were 255 
respondents.

4.2 Survey Design

4.2.1 Age and Socio-demographic profiles
Age was taken as a continuous variable but was then categorised 

into 18–21, 22–30, 31–40, 41–50, 51–60 and 61+. This was based on 
Strano’s (2008) study, as it was one of the few studies that focused 
on a range of ages. Strano (2008) later collapsed her youth age vari-
able into 18–21 (those most likely to be presently at university), 22–
30 (young professionals that may have been introduced to Facebook 
whilst still in school/university) and 31+ (those who were most likely 
out of university when Facebook became popular).

To avoid priming the survey was titled ‘Emotions and Behaviours 
on Facebook’. The survey began by discovering the respondents’ socio-
demographic characteristics. Gender, age and sexual orientation were 
analysed as independent variables to explore whether the relationship 
between envy, Facebook use and impression management differ be-
tween these variables.

4.2.2 Self Image
To measure levels of self-esteem, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale (a 10 item Likert scale) was used. Each respondent was given a 
total score for self-esteem and this was analysed as an independent 
variable. The Rosenberg SES is widely recognised within the social sci-
ences as a reliable and valid quantitative tool - its ease for administra-
tion, scoring and brevity create a straightforward estimate of positive 
or negative feelings about the self (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1993). The 
SES is useful for generating baseline data.
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4.2.3 Assessing Emotionality
The next questions regarded reasons for using Facebook and 

most frequent activities on Facebook. Distinguishing between ac-
tivities on Facebook has not been examined before, yet it may be 
impactful. Buxmann et al. (2013) asked in their study which emo-
tions were felt the last time Facebook was used and found five posi-
tive and eight negative emotional outcomes – these emotions (hap-
py, satisfied, informed, relaxed, excited, bored, angry, frustrated, 
guilty, tired, sad, lonely, envious) were used as the options in this 
survey. As Smith and Kim (2007) note, people are reluctant to ad-
mitting feelings of envy and therefore it can be very hard to mea-
sure. Our survey was anonymous and an option for skipping ques-
tions was included.

Four different ways were used to measure the concept and levels 
of envy. ‘Envious’ was an option to tick as one of the emotions usually 
felt whilst on Facebook, ‘When on Facebook I feel envious when I look 
at other people’s profiles’ was a five-level Likert item from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree, ‘Looking at what other people are doing 
and feeling envious of them’ was an option to rank in the reasons 
for feeling negative emotions after using Facebook, and finally, ‘on 
a scale of 1 to 5 how envious do you usually feel on Facebook?’ was 
asked. These levels of envy were used to make planned comparisons 
with self-esteem and impression management actions. To inves-
tigate social comparison the survey asks how often they looked at 
other profiles, other photos and their own profiles. Finally, to measure 
impression management it asks how often they change their profile 
picture, update their status, upload photos and tag themselves in 
photos.

All quantitative data was analysed via SPSS as planned compari-
sons, using chi-squared tests, t-tests and Pearson’s correlation co-
efficient to test for the strength of associations.

4.3 Qualitative Study: Diaries and Interviews

Cavanagh (2007, p. 7) advises the best way to study the Web is 
through a collection of methods. We investigated participants in two 
age sets aged 20-25 years old and 45-50 years old. Pseudonyms are 
used throughout the research to protect the identities of the par-
ticipants and assure good research practice, respecting the social 
realities of cyberspace (Rutter & Smith, 2005, p. 90). We favoured 
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grounded theory in uncovering the meaning of the lived experiences 
of participants, best achieved through a small sample to develop pat-
terns of meaning (Dale Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 32;  Johson & 
Weller, 2001, p. 499).

A structured diary asking participants to record their interac-
tions with SNSs by the hour was created. Diary keeping was largely 
successful though some participants reported little detail and one 
participant acknowledged under-reporting. The interview schedule 
asked open-ended questions about motivations for use of SNSs and 
appropriate behaviour, surveillance, profile maintenance and age and 
gender differences apparent on SNSs. The sample was gender bal-
anced; yet class and race may have intersected at points we could not 
measure. Arguably, issues of class and race provide another research 
question altogether and highlights potential areas for future investi-
gation. The data from the open-ended interview and the diaries were 
amalgamated to give an overall impression of SNSs activity across 
the two cohorts. Interview and questionnaire data were combined 
and coded thematically. Some codes were created a priori, such as 
surveillance, self-surveillance and confession, and others emerged 
as other common themes appeared in the data set. 

5.0 Results

5.1 Survey

255 questionnaires were completed; of these 67.8% were female 
and 32.2% were male.  The age range was from 18 – 64 years, with the 
mean age being 26.97 years (SD = 12.24).  Table 1 shows the percent-
ages and counts of the participants demographics sexual orientation 
and gender (n = 255).
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Table  1. Percentages and counts of sexual orientation and gender.

Gender
TotalFemale Male

Se
xu

al
 O

rie
nt

at
io

n

Heterosexual Count 121 44 165
% within Sexual Orientation 73,3% 26,7% 100%
% within Gender 69,9% 53,7% 64,7%

Bisexual Count 25 7 32
% within Sexual Orientation 78,1% 21,9% 100%
% within Gender 14,5% 8,5% 12,5%

Homosexual Count 23 25 48
% within Sexual Orientation 47,9% 52,1% 100%
% within Gender 13,3% 30,5% 18,8%

Other Count 4 6 10
% within Sexual Orientation 40,0% 60% 100%
% within Gender 2,3% 7,3% 3,9%

To
ta

l Count 173 82 255
% within Sexual Orientation 67,8% 32,2% 100%
% within Gender 100% 100% 100%

Fig.1. Age distribution of sample.
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Figure 1 shows the age distribution of the sample, with percent-
age and counts.  As can be seen, the high proportion of 18 – 21 year 
olds reflects the core Facebook user demographic. 

The means of the 4 separate ways to measure envy were first 
compared and found to be interrelated. The majority of those who had 
a higher score (3 and upwards) on the scale from 1 to 5 tended to tick 
‘envious’ as an emotion they usually feel and tended to rank ‘looking at 
what other people are doing and feeling envious of them’ quite high in 
the reasons for feeling negative. They also tended to agree or strongly 
agree with ‘feeling envious when I look at other people’s Facebook pro-
file’. As they are interrelated, only one of the measures needed to be 
used when looking at envy against other variables. All SPSS outputs of 
calculations and/or frequencies can be found in the appendices.

For 38% of people, wasting time on Facebook was the most sig-
nificant reason for causing negative emotions. The next top choice 
(14.5%) was looking at what other people are doing on Facebook and 
feeling envious of them. Boredom was the most frequently ticked emo-
tion, with 70.6% of people choosing it. Out of the 8 negative emotions, 
after boredom, envious was the next most frequently chosen by 35.3% 
of total respondents. On a scale of 1 to 5, the majority of the respon-
dents (31.4%) chose 3. The highest triggers of this envy were seeing 
photos of others having a good time with friends, seeing others in a 
good relationship and seeing photos of others on holiday.

5.1.1 Self-esteem and Envy
To test for the first objective, establishing whether envy on Face-

book is related to self-esteem, an independent samples t-test was 
conducted. A significant effect was found, t(253) = 2.87, p = 0.004. This 
means that there is a significant difference of < 0.01 in self-esteem be-
tween those who are envious and those who are not, therefore the null 
hypothesis can be rejected. A Pearson’s correlation coefficient analysis 
was then conducted and showed a mild negative correlation between 
self-esteem and envy: r(251) = -0.331, p < 0.01.

5.1.2 Envy and Impression Management
The second objective, to determine if an association between envy 

and higher levels of impression management exists, chi squared tests 
were conducted. For the following impression management questions 
the answers were collapsed into ‘almost never or less than once every 
3 months’, ‘less than once a month’, ‘once a month or twice a month’, 
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‘once a week or 2 – 4 times a week’ and ‘every day’. Table 2 displays the 
chi squared values for feeling envious and how often different aspects 
of the profile were edited and/or changed.

Table  2. Chi squared values for feeling envious

How often do you… χ2
Update your status 4.845
Change your profile picture 13.069***
Upload photos 3.298
Get tagged in photos 8.538
Tag yourself in photos 14.940**

Note. ** = p < 0.01., *** = p < 0.01, but cells had expected values below 5 so the associa-

tion cannot be said to be valid without more data.

Standardised residuals were also calculated for each cell. Being 
envious and tagging yourself once a week or 2 – 4 times a week showed 
a significant correlation of r = 2.1 > 1.96. No association was found 
between envy and updating one’s status, uploading photos or being 
tagged in photos by others.

For the statements towards the end of the survey (see appendix 2 
for printed version of survey) the categories were regrouped into either 
agree or strongly agree, neutral, and disagree or strongly disagree.  Ta-
ble 3.3 shows the chi-squared values for feeling envious and the state-
ments that also measured impression management. 

Table 3. Chi squared values for envy and impression management statements.

When on Facebook I… χ2
Dislike when someone has tagged me in a photo I think looks bad 16.991**
Feel the need to share what I have done recently 2.595
Like looking at updates from people 2.410
Compare how many friends I have with other people 1.491
Feel disappointed if I don’t receive any likes or comments on 

something I post
8.122

Feel the need to look interesting 9.655**

Note. ** = p < 0.01.
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For being envious and either agreeing or strongly agreeing to dis-
liking a ‘bad’ photo of them, a standardised residual was calculated (r 
= 2.3 > 1.96). This shows that those who are envious are significantly 
more likely to agree or strongly agree with disliking being tagged in a 
bad photo.

There was no association between envy and the other statements. 
Nevertheless, 36.9% respondents agreed to feeling disappointed if no 
comments or likes were given on a post. Therefore, envy does determine 
higher levels in certain, but not all, areas of impression management of 
the Facebook profile - specifically the photos individuals are tagged in 
and feeling the need to appear socially desirable and interesting.

5.1.3 Envy and Age
An association between age and envy was found. An independent 

samples t-test was conducted and yielded t(248) = 3.214, p ≤ 0.001, 
meaning there is a significant difference in age and levels of envy from 
Facebook use. The most envious groups were 18 – 21 year olds (39% 
felt envious) and 22 – 30 year olds (39.3% felt envious). In contrast, 
just 16.7% of 61+ year olds felt envious. A Pearson’s correlation coef-
ficient analysis suggested a mild negative correlation between age and 
envy with r(251) = -0.297, p < 0.01.

A further chi-squared test then analysed these age categories and 
self-esteem levels. The analysis yielded c2 (135, N = 255) = 170.99, p 
= 0.02, meaning there is an association between age and self-esteem. 
However, there were some expected values below 5. With more data this 
would validly suggest that the older an individual is, the higher their self-
esteem and the less envious they feel. However older people were shown 
to spend the least time on Facebook. 31.9% of 18 – 21 year olds spent 
up to 2 hours per day compared to just 14.3% of 51 – 60 year olds.

Associations were also found between age and how often pho-
tos were uploaded (c2 = (20, N = 255) = 35.127, p = 0.019), how often 
they were tagged in photos (c2 = (15, N = 255) = 70.265, p = < 0.001) 
and how often they tagged themselves in photos (c2 = (15, N = 255) = 
39.879, p = <0.001).

5.1.4 Envy and Social Comparison on Facebook
For the block of questions regarding social comparison on Face-

book, the categories were also grouped. They became ‘almost never or 
rarely (less than once a month)’, ‘sometimes’ and ‘frequently (more 
than once a week) or every day’. Table 3.4 shows the chi squared values 
for feeling envious and social comparison.
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Table.4. Chi squared values for envy and social comparison.

How often do you…. χ2
Browse someone else’s profile 9.230**
View someone else’s photos 6.268*
Look at your own profile 5.771
Make it known on Facebook you are feeling negative 1.505
Make it known on Facebook you are feeling positive 0.530

Note. ** = p ≤ 0.01., * = p ≤ 0.05

A Pearson’s correlation coefficient analysis suggested a weak pos-
itive correlation between envy and viewing someone else’s photos with 
r(253) = 0.096, p = 0.128.  For envy and browsing someone else’s pro-
file a Pearson’s correlation coefficient analysis suggested a stronger 
positive correlation with r(253) = 0.189, p = 0.002.  Therefore, the more 
frequently other profiles are looked at, the more envy is felt. 

Table 5 shows the chi squared values for age and social compari-
son on Facebook.

Table 5. Chi squared values for age and social comparison.

How often do you… χ2
Browse someone else’s profile 33.364***
View someone else’s photos 16.072
Look at your own profile 33.935***
Make it known on Facebook you are feeling negative 21.796
Make it known on Facebook you are feeling positive 36.085***

Note. *** = p ≤ 0.01 but cells had expected values below 5 so the association cannot be 

said to be valid without more data.



390

6.0 Discussion

6.1 Survey Findings

The analyses indicated four main things: people with lower self-
esteem tend to be more envious, younger people tend to be more envi-
ous, social comparison creates more envy and feeling envious leads 
to more concern about photos and how one is perceived by others on 
Facebook.

Gender and sexuality were being specifically focused on in this 
study and no association was found between them and feelings of 
envy. This indicates that regardless of gender or sexual orientation, 
Facebook affects us all in similar ways. Although other authors have 
not looked at differences in envy between these demographics, these 
findings disagree with Strano (2008) who found that women change 
their profile picture more often than men and with Alpizar et al. (2012) 
who found that bisexuals and homosexuals had higher rates of chang-
ing their profile picture. These differences in findings could be due to 
the fact that in 2008 Facebook was still relatively new. Now, Facebook 
has become so embedded in social practices that any differences be-
tween genders may have been eradicated. Differences in sample size 
may also be a factor – Alpizar et al. (2012) used participants who were 
‘Facebook friends’ of the researchers and so were subject to biases.

Age was found to be a key factor in impacting upon levels of envy. 
This study focussed on a range of ages from 18 – 64, which extends 
beyond the samples used in other studies. Older age groups are ac-
cessing Facebook more and so examining all age groups on Facebook 
is important. The findings indicated that older people (31+) felt less 
envious. This may be due to the fact that older people had higher lev-
els of self-esteem. This study found a connection between having low 
self-esteem and envy and then a connection from envy to higher levels 
of impression management, which contrasts with Kramer and Winter 
(2008). Older people may have created a Facebook profile at an older 
age; a time characterised by peaks in achievement and control over the 
self (Orth et al., 2010). In contrast, a young person can have conflicting 
role demands and increasingly complex romantic and peer relation-
ships (Orth et al., 2010). Therefore self-esteem can be lower, making 
these users more susceptible to feeling envious.
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6.2 Qualitative study: Interview and questionnaire findings and 
discussion

A consensus existed amongst the 45-50 cohort that participants 
had little time or desire to maintain multiple SNSs profiles. For example, 
Capella felt that having multiple SNSs profiles would be ‘overwhelming’, 
Kale referred to Twitter as ‘a complete waste of time’. Ankaa however, 
had trialled Twitter but found he lacked time to maintain a Twitter pres-
ence. Many participants of this cohort also offered no opinion on Insta-
gram as they had never used it or did not know what it was, highlighted 
by ‘what the hell is Instagram?’ from Kale, 50.

Thus, Facebook was the most accepted and used network, as 
almost all participants stated they liked the tools Facebook provided 
to stay in touch with family and friends. This mirrors the findings of 
Bakardjieva (2007), in which older participants expressed rationalist 
ideas of information exchange. This also resonates Miller’s (2011) ac-
count of Dr Karamath, who used Facebook for practical purposes once 
his physical movement was limited. Considering the age distribution 
statistics of the three SNSs, these results were not unexpected.

However, such results stand directly opposed to SNSs attitudes 
amongst the age 20-25 cohort. For example, Gemma, 20, cited that 
she joined Instagram after a friend told her she ‘needed’ Instagram af-
ter buying an iPhone. Almost all participants in this cohort also reported 
the influence of peers, and occasionally older siblings, in joining SNSs.

All participants who were interviewed in this cohort felt they wit-
nessed attention seeking on SNSs, many citied Facebook as the main 
field for this. Similarly, smartphones were seen as contributing to the 
entitlement this generation felt to share constantly, something that 
Hegemone, 20, and Pandora, 23 resented for many opinions were often 
misinformed or extreme. 

The conclusions of Lovink and Turkle were also reaffirmed as par-
ticipants spoke about the shared emotional information of others with 
detachment and even resentment. For example, Rastaban, 21, and 
Ferdinand, 20, respectively refer to Facebook as containing ‘fabricated 
dramas’ and as ‘a place to watch people be boring’. Ferdinand also ex-
pressed having ‘mixed feelings’ towards another users declaration of 
success. Disregarding the above, Subra, 21, however, simply saw SNSs 
as ‘Life 2.0’ accepting all SNSs behaviour as an extension of physical 
life in which the same boundaries and codes of behaviour applied. This 
was unusual, as while many young participants believed SNSs to be im-
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portant and part of their lives, these participants tended to talk of SNSs 
as a separate arena of interaction where transition between SNSs and 
physical life was not so seamless.

Notably, the predominant recorded emotion within the younger 
cohort when accessing SNSs was boredom, providing support for Mill-
er’s conclusion that boredom is all SNSs addresses for the young; we 
maintain this is prosaic.

Diary results show almost all young participants checked their 
SNSs generally after any moderate period spent away from SNSs. Sub-
ra, 21, twice expressed that when he was unable to check SNSs the 
desire to access Facebook was pressing. Young participants often also 
used SNSs throughout the night for example.

It was found through the additional comments boxes in the diary 
tables that many participants aged 20-25 considered their SNSs us-
age ‘habit’ while those aged 45-50 accessed Facebook purposively and 
much less often. Charon and Nix, both 50, for example stated that they 
used Facebook for business purposes and communication with clients.

However, other older participants described a novel approach to 
Facebook; Ankaa, 50, remarked ‘everybody loves a bit of gossip and 
Facebook certainly fulfils that need’. Older participants recorded much 
less negative emotions and appeared to associate accessing SNSs with 
relaxation, with more participants logging onto Facebook after seven in 
the evening. Despite this, many older participants were very critical of 
the way they saw younger generations using SNSs.

Despite this contrast between the two cohorts, an acknowledge-
ment of voyeurism was made by Ankaa, 50, who also reported feeling 
inquisitive when logging onto Facebook something seen much less in, 
or maybe just not admitted by, the older generation who tended to dis-
miss any SNSs without clear practical purpose as a waste of time.

6.2.1 Surveillance
Diary results revealed high amounts of surveillance amongst par-

ticipants in the age 20-25 cohort and moderate amount between those 
aged 45-50. Surveillance of others and the Self on Facebook was dis-
cussed at length in interviews. Intriguingly identified by Puck, 20, was 
a stigma associated with too much visible activity, ‘especially on Face-
book’, and many participants were also reserved in interviews in admit-
ting how much time they spent surveying. Many referred to ‘Facebook 
stalking’ as something that was disturbing or superfluous. However, 
Hegemone, 20, declared ‘people pretend that it is something to be em-
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barrassed about but everyone knows that everyone does it’. Calypso, 
45, the only participant not a member of any SNSs, stated she did not 
agree with how a users profile could be accessed at any time and that 
‘even simple information can turn out really bad for you’ and this was 
why she would not join any SNSs. Therefore membership of Facebook 
was highly associated with surveillance.

Though all participants expressed the practicalities of Facebook 
as a broadcasting tool this was conveyed as both negative and positive. 
Many participants aged 20-25 used ‘keeping-in-touch’ synonymously 
with a desire to keep track of everyone they were acquainted with and 
often the profiles of celebrities and public figures on Twitter and Ins-
tagram.

The exception in her cohort, Mira, 49, was an active member of 
Twitter and also reported joining MySpace and Bebo previously to keep 
an eye on her children – perhaps a safety measure but surveillance 
nonetheless. Kale, 50, and Capella, 47 also both used Facebook to un-
cover details about their children not shared with them in physical life.

The presence of parents and other family members on SNSs was 
something resented by many younger participants. Puck, 20, identified 
that many young users flee to Twitter and Instagram to escape sur-
veillance from parents on Facebook. Gemma, 20, also reported hiding 
elements of her Facebook profile from members of her family as they 
‘shouldn’t need’ to see certain ‘sides’ of her life. Despite this, Gemma 
was tolerant of acquaintances witnessing the details she wanted to 
hide from her family; there was a consensus amongst young partici-
pants that acquaintances ignored information that was irrelevant to 
them and thus had no repercussions for either party.

Therefore, the majority of participants noted they felt uneasy 
about surveillance from others though many also claimed they were 
unfazed as they had nothing to hide – however, many of the same par-
ticipants also spoke about restricting certain elements of their profiles. 
A level of contradiction arose with many participants who were simul-
taneously unnerved and unfazed, who categorised those suitable to 
view certain information and sculpted their profiles in ways they saw 
as appropriately desirable. Information shared was both consequential 
and inconsequential. Alternatively, a few participants suggested that 
users could just be ignorant altogether, merely ‘lazy’ or ‘easily manipu-
lated’ or believing they existed ‘in a bubble’. This appears to reaffirm the 
fears of Mayer-Schönberger (2009) as many users have a perspective 
on the long-term consequences of their actions online but this centres 



394

on how data intersects with those they know physically – not whether 
this data is recorded on servers.

6.2.2 Self-surveillance and profile maintenance on Facebook
Undeniably, an amount of self-surveillance is fundamental in 

maintaining a SNSs profile. Yet levels of self-reflection and anxiety dif-
fered between and within cohorts. Every participant in the age 20-25 
cohort admitted to selecting only flattering photos to be displayed on 
their profile, though participants had differing opinions about the im-
pact of this and why they had done it.

Gemma never wanted her profile to appear ‘out-of-date’, an anxi-
ety also expressed by Hegemone, 20, who stated that in older photos 
she did not look like herself anymore and did not want those to be the 
most recent images representing her publicly. Therefore she needed 
more recent photos to update her image. Gemma spoke at length about 
many expectations, especially for women, existing on Facebook as she 
felt women were judged especially hard on their appearance of them-
selves and their family. On top of continually being up-to-date with 
physical life, Gemma also noted that any satisfaction a Facebook user 
received from attention was short-lived and led to a further quest to be 
noticed, adding legitimacy to the conclusions of Keen (2012), Lovink 
(2007, 2011) and Turkle (2011) and the perhaps narcissistic obsession 
with identity management.

Pandora, 23, and Rastaban, 21, also recognised the carefully con-
structed nature of a Facebook profile and made clear they believed 
Facebook profiles were not true representations but an idealistic por-
trait containing remnants of the ‘real’ person.

Interestingly, many participants simultaneously recognised this 
and still believed their profiles were accurate portrayals of themselves 
and their lives.

6.2.3 Reputation
Two participants raised the issue of reputation maintenance. He-

gemone, 20, recurrently mentioned the importance of upholding the 
reputation of her family, especially her parents, and disliked witnessing 
those she saw as deliberately, and unintentionally, embarrassing them-
selves and thus defaming their families. As a Christian, Hegemone also 
noted the importance of reputation within her local church, which was 
increasingly intersecting with Facebook and Twitter usage. Hegemone 
felt that her sister’s Twitter profile, which often featured ‘venting’ and 
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behaviour that was not typically Christian, had caused a level of em-
barrassment for her mother within the Church in the past. This dem-
onstrates how physical life identities can intersect with the idealistic 
projections of identity online.

Such self-surveillance was also apparent amongst the older gen-
eration; Capella, 47, a Catholic of Italian heritage, spoke of the impor-
tance of the reputation her family has earned over time which she now 
felt responsibility to conserve. 

Therefore, despite their beliefs in Facebook as a tool, those aged 
45-50 were very conscious of what constituted acceptable behaviour 
in presentation of their own and family identity and in judging others, 
often recalling with more conviction than their younger counterparts 
about what they thought was unacceptable to express on SNSs. Those 
aged 20-25 were extremely conscious of what was expected and inap-
propriate for them.

6.2.4 Conformity
Amongst some young participants, Facebook was believed to instil 

an individualised conformity that was countered by Twitter and Insta-
gram, which accommodated a greater deal of freedom in presentation 
of the Self.

Rastaban, 21, for example, felt that users on Facebook conformed 
to a perceived individuality that existed within set boundaries – argu-
ably not unlike how the Self acts in physical life when presented with 
situations containing restrictions on aspects of personality (Goffman, 
1959). However, Rastaban expanded upon this to report that the threat 
of surveillance caused users to continually and carefully monitor their 
SNSs Self to check that if they were viewed at any time they would ap-
pear perfect – especially in Facebook photos. Once more, this reaf-
firms Lovink’s claims of an obsession with identity management and 
is a perfect illustration of the Facebook Panopticon. Thus, no longer 
can individuals project different identities in different contexts, be-
cause one context is forever present and chronicling a history of Self – 
Facebook. Identity control is lost when a timeline of Self is documented 
making users are hyper-conscious of what they leave behind, displayed 
throughout this dissertation and reaffirming Mayer-Schönberger’s 
(2009) conclusions. When other individuals can also upload and con-
tribute to personal data at any time, this anxiety is two-fold. 

What varies between users, however, is the level of the informa-
tion documented and shared. Every participant from both cohorts had 
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a differing list of what was acceptable and not acceptable on SNSs, 
signalling that while a consensus exists enough to install conformity 
and likeliness between profiles, no users were in agreement of codes 
of conduct.

6.2.5 Summary
In conclusion, and using two different research paradigms involv-

ing models of surveillance and performativity we find significant dif-
ferences between age sets and parallels of emotional experience and 
meaning. This suggests a strong interaction between generational 
structures, the cultures that accrue to them and the ways in which 
selves embed with Web technologies.
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Beyond the online Faces oF Romanian 
candidates FoR the 2014 euRopean paRliament 
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FaceBook photogRaphic images
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since 2008 Romanian politicians have been 
using Facebook profiles as a tool of digital 
representation, highlighting their strong 
points, especially during election campaigns. 
considered to have a high degree of self-
presentation (kaplan and haelin, 2010), 
Facebook profiles provide visual portrayals 
of the candidates, whose meaning potential 
is to craft “enduring images that affect elec-
toral support” (grabe, Bucy, 2009). 
this article focuses on a visual framing 
analysis of the Facebook timeline photo-
graphs of the top political representatives 
of the three most important Romanian 
parties (national liberal party – pnl, so-
cial democratic party – psd, democratic 
liberal party – pd-l) running for the 2014 
european parliament elections during the 
four weeks leading up to election day. 
the choice of a framing analysis of political 
candidates’ Facebook photographic images 
has two reasons: (1) they have the meaning 
potential of authenticity and evidence; (2) 
they tell a story about the social roles that 
political candidates assume in the process 
of their online identity construction. 
starting from the literature on framing 
(goffman 1993) and especially on (politi-
cal) visual framing (messaris and abraham 
2001, Jewitt and oyama 2001, parry 2010, 

goodnow 2013), i use paul Verschueren’s 
model (2012) of visual framing analysis, 
which blends a quantitative and a qualita-
tive methodology. i will provide a multilevel 
frame analysis (Verschueren 2012; cmeciu, 
patrut, 2014) of the Facebook timeline pho-
tographic images posted by the top political 
representatives of pnl, psd, and pd-l. 
the first level implies an observation of the 
scene which consists of a process (action, 
event, state of being), some participants, 
and a circumstance (setting, means, ac-
companiments). the content analysis will 
focus on the types of represented partici-
pants and types of shots. the second level 
implies a generalization of the scene into a 
theme, which designates some prototypical 
representations assumed by the visual par-
ticipants in their self-representation. the last 
level focuses on a generalization of a theme 
into a master frame or ideological orienta-
tion with which the represented participants 
are to be associated. in my analysis i will 
use grabe and Bucy’s potential frames (the 
ideal candidate, the populist campaigner, 
the sure loser) and i will investigate how 
the Romanian candidates comply or not to 
these three master frames in their online 
self-representation for the 2014 european 
parliament elections.

keywords: frames, images, represented participants, shots
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Introduction

Informing, involving, connecting, and mobilizing are the four practices 
used in the Web campaigning during election campaigns (Foot & Schneider, 
2006). Social media have the great potential to reach out to people, and poli-
ticians use social media to engage with ordinary people. On the “Debating 
Europe” platform, the issue of the social media usage during European 
Elections campaigns is debated. Adam Conner,1 manager for Public Policy 
in Facebook’s DC Office and US Elections Social Media Strategist, considers 
that clicking a “Like” or “Share” button online is an indication of someone’s 
interest and it involves a ladder of engagement which, for some citizens, may 
be finally translated in an offline engagement. 

Besides the advantages of a coproduction of content and an inter-
action between politicians and citizens, the practice of informing still 
remains “foundational to and part of all other Web practices” (Foot & 
Schneider, 2006, p. 47). A constant flow of well-documented information 
about politicians during election campaigns may determine citizens to 
participate online and eventually offline. Besides biography, issue posi-
tions, campaign news, speech texts, or campaign ads, photographic im-
ages play a significant role in shaping a politician’s image during cam-
paigns, since voters respond more to their perceptions of visual images 
than to objective realities (Hacker, 1995, p. xii) related to the candidate. 

I will conduct a visual framing analysis of the Facebook Timeline 
photographs posted by the 2014 EP top representative candidates 
belonging to the three main Romanian parties: National Liberal Party 
(PNL) – Norica Nicolai, Social Democratic Party (PSD) – Corina Creţu, 
Democratic Liberal Party (PDL) – Theodor Stolojan. All three candidates 
are former European Parliament Members. The choice of the Facebook 
Timeline photographic images has three main reasons: first, contem-
porary elections are based on a visual foundation (Grabe & Bucy, 2009, 
p. 85); second, Facebook has become a very important self-represen-
tational SNS where candidates and their campaign staff may control 
the visual and verbal postings; third, Facebook’s Timeline provides a 
visibility of the strategic visual planning of the campaign by allowing 
citizens “to see what images were posted in what order during a spe-
cific period of time” (Goodnow, 2013, p. 1586).

1 Debating Europe - How is social media changing politics? Retrieved from: 
http://www.debatingeurope.eu/2013/01/22/how-is-social-media-changing-
politics/#.U3b9BPmSyfg
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Facebook – a self-presentational political communication tool

Web 2.0’s four principles: openness, collaboration, sharing, and 
global action (Tapscott & Williams, 2010) are considered by Wayne 
Visser (2010, p. 13) “the seeds of a revolution.” They constitute the in-
gredients of the new virtual public space (Goldberg, 2010) where online 
participation through user generated content and user’s visibility seem 
to prevail. Considered to have a media richness and a high degree of 
self-presentation (Kaplan & Haenlin, 2010), social network sites, such 
as Facebook, allow persons “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 & 
Ellison, 2008, p.211). The emphasis on self-presentation coincides 
with the metaphorical representation of Facebook as a “glasshouse” 
(Papacharissi, 2002, p. 215). Facebook’s publicly open structure, used 
especially during election campaigns, allows users either “to peep” into 
the candidate’s “political house” or to interact with other users and 
get involved in the ongoing debates during the election campaigns. 
Although Web 2.0 applications (Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter) pro-
vide new possibilities for more interactive communication between 
party elites and voters (Gibson, 2014, p. 33), it is very difficult to mea-
sure whether the citizens feel represented and satisfied with the tools 
available (Serra et al., 2014, p. 6). Despite the skepticism concerning 
the mirroring of the citizens’ online engagement in real life, Web 2.0 
applications remain valuable tools of self-presentation during election 
campaigns. 

Since 2004 each political campaign in the US has continued “the 
history-making trend by deeply entrenching social media as an es-
sential outlet in the campaign process” (Goodnow, 2013, p. 1584). As 
Trischa Goodnow mentions, the 2008 and 2012 elections proved that 
candidates’ Facebook pages have turned into a public place where us-
ers discuss politics, endorse politicians, and where they may learn about 
the candidates’ positions. For politicians Facebook has four functions: 
to reveal a chronological development of their campaign, to mobilize 
voters through “likes” and “shares,” to communicate directly with their 
devoted voters and opponents, and to influence the media agenda. 

Romanian political candidates have gradually become aware of 
the visibility benefits that social media campaigns may bring to their 
self-presentation, especially when the internet usage has rapidly in-
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creased from 35.5% in 2010 to 44.1% in 2012 and half of the internet 
users have Facebook accounts, as Internet World Stats shows. 

With less than a month to go to the 2014 EP elections, the 
“Debating Europe” platform started on April 25 the debate on whether 
social media may close the gap between EU citizens and politicians. 
Incumbent and prospective MEPs turn to social media “to drum up 
support and get out the vote.”2As the online debate shows, around 400 
of the 766 MEPs are already on Twitter, and many of them have also 
set up Facebook pages, YouTube accounts, and blogs. A EU citizen’s 
opinion3 regarding the fundamental change, that is, technology will im-
prove politics was addressed to three MEPs (Sven Giegold – a German 
MEP with the Greens; Sajjad Karim – a UK MEP with the Conservatives; 
Catherine Stihler – a Scottish MEP who sits with the Social Democrats). 
All three MEPs agreed that social media provide an insight into citizens’ 
opinions, a direct communication with people, and a window to the pol-
itician’s activities. Catherine Stihler considers that unlike in the 2009 
EP elections, social media will dominate in these European elections in 
2014. Although MEPs are aware of the advantages of social media in 
their engagement with EU citizens, in the news article “Euro politicians 
take on social media”4 it is shown that after a brief perusal of MEP’s 
Facebook pages, little dialogue was observed and that the Facebook 
pages are mainly made up of posts by the representatives. 

The three Romanian candidates are former MEPs. For the 2014 
EP elections, Norica Nicolai (PNL) used the Facebook account she had 
previously had as a MEP, whereas Corina Creţu (PSD) and Theodor 
Stolojan (PDL) used their Facebook accounts as Romanian politicians. 
At the end of the campaign (May 24), the distribution of the “Like” and 
“Talking about this” metrics was the following:

– Corina Creţu (PSD): 11,139 likes and 2,583 unique users inter-
acting with her FB page; 

– Norica Nicolai (PNL): 35,678 likes and 2,553 unique users inter-
acting with her FB page;

2 Debating Europe - Can social media close the gap between EU citizens and 
politicians? Retrieved from http://www.debatingeurope.eu/2014/04/25/can-
social-media-close-gap-eu-citizens-politicians/#.U7FmmPmSyfg
3 Idem.
4 Europoliticians take on social media. Retrieved from http://www.dw.de/euro-
politicians-take-on-social-media/a-17627641. 
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– Theodor Stolojan (PDL): 7,134 likes and 2,062 unique users in-
teracting with her FB page;

 Theoretical Background: Visual Framing Theory 

Framing “functions in much the same way as a frame around a 
picture: attention gets focused on what is relevant and important and 
away from extraneous items in the field of view” (Noakes & Johnston, 
2005, p.2). Considered “schemata of interpretation” (Goffman, 1974, 
p. 21), frames are used to make sense of information or an occurrence, 
providing “principles for the organization of social reality” (Hertog & 
McLeod, 2001, p. 140). During election campaigns, candidates and the 
campaign staff select certain aspects of a perceived reality and make 
them more salient in a Facebook post. Thus political Facebook ac-
counts convey the candidates’ opinions on various issues, but, at the 
same time, they provide the candidates’ visual portrayals whose mean-
ing potential is to craft “enduring images that affect electoral support” 
(Grabe & Bucy, 2009, p.85).

Starting from the (political) visual framing (Messaris & Abraham, 
2001; Jewitt & Oyama 2001; Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Verschueren, 2012; 
Goodnow, 2013; Cmeciu & Patrut, 2014), I use a multilevel frame 
analysis of the Facebook photographic images posted by the three 
Romanian candidates to the 2014 EP elections. The multilevel frame 
analysis belongs to Paul Verschueren (2012), but in my analysis I will 
associate each of the three levels with other theories on visual framing 
(Jewitt & Oyama, 2001 – the analysis of the represented participants; 
Grabe & Bucy, 2009 and Goodnow, 2013 – the analysis of themes and 
master frames).

The first level implies an observation of the scene which consists 
of a process (action, event, state of being), some participants, and a 
circumstance (setting, means, accompaniments). The analysis focuses 
on the representational meaning potential. The participants belonging 
to different socio-demographic categories may be depicted within cer-
tain narrative structures (for example, a politician helping a citizen to 
plant a tree or shaking hands with voters). The presence or absence of 
a socio-demographic category is relative to the social, economic, and 
cultural context of the country the candidate represents. For example, 
Grabe and Bucy (2009) did not include the category “elderly people” in 
their coding instrument, but this category has been used by Romanian 
politicians during previous election campaigns. 
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The second level implies a generalization of the scene into a 
theme. A politician helping or caressing a child may be associated with 
the “compassion” theme. The last level focuses on a generalization of 
a theme into a master frame or ideological orientation with which the 
represented participants are to be associated. In my analysis, I will use 
Grabe and Bucy’s three master frames: the ideal candidate, the pop-
ulist candidate, and the sure loser. The master frames rely on some 
themes and categories: 

– the ideal candidate has “statesmanship” and “compassion” as 
themes. “Statesmanship” may be represented through images depict-
ing elected officials or patriotic symbols, whereas “compassion” may 
be visualized through images of children, women, or religious symbols. 

– the populist candidate has “mass appeal” and “ordinariness” as 
themes.  “Mass appeal” may be visually rendered through photographs 
with celebrities or large audiences, whereas “ordinariness” is depicted 
through images of the politician wearing an informal attire or visiting 
some manufacturing plants. 

– the sure loser master frame may be visualized through small 
crowds or defiant gestures. 

Method

I employ a visual framing analysis of the images posted on the 
politicians’ Facebook Timeline during the four weeks (April, 25 – May 
24, 2014) leading up to European Parliament Election Day (May 25, 
2014). The sample included 1671 photographic images. I excluded 
from my sample nonphotographic images (advertisements, post-
ers, banners, leaflets). The analysis focused both on the photographs 
posted and shared by the candidate and the campaign staff and on the 
photographic images posted by some other persons on the candidates’ 
Timeline. During the 2014 European Parliament elections, photographic 
images were used by the three Romanian candidates as follows: Corina 
Creţu (n = 484): 467 photographs posted and 17 photographs shared; 
Monica Nicolai (n = 387): 372 photographs posted and 15 photographs 
shared; Theodor Stolojan (n = 800): 706 photographs posted and 94 
photographs shared. No other person posted on the three candidates’ 
Timeline. 

The study employs both a deductive and an inductive method. 
The inductive method was used for an in-depth analysis of the photo-
graphs in order to find the types of represented participants, the dress-



411

ing code, and the gestures that may render Grabe and Bucy’s themes 
and frames. As mentioned above, this first level of analysis is specific 
to a particular social, economic, and cultural context. For example, in 
the coding scheme, I inserted members of the clergy and churches 
because Romanians continue to trust the Church (over 65%) more 
than politicians, according to an INSCOP survey.5 I coded participants 
as either people, places, concrete or abstract things. I coded the par-
ticipants visually represented in the 2014 EP election campaign in four 
categories: 

(a) political party staff (candidate, party members, party high of-
ficials, political opponents, indexical objects depicting a candidate’s 
profession); 

(b) local authorities (town/city officials); 
(c) socio-demographic categories (elderly citizens, middle-aged 

persons, families, children, students, members of the clergy, doc-
tors, disabled people, factory workers, ethnic groups, young bloggers, 
crowds);

(d) buildings (historical buildings, churches, European buildings);
(e) dressing code (suit & tie, shirt, blue-jeans & T-shirt, Romanian 

folk costume).
I used a deductive method by seeking to find how these five cat-

egories and Grabe and Bucy’s categories visualize the three master 
frames (ideal candidate, populist candidate, and sure loser) as well as 
the four associated themes (statesmanship, compassion, mass ap-
peal, ordinariness) within the three Romanian candidates’ self-pre-
sentation for the 2014 European Parliament Elections. In the coding 
scheme, I adapted Grabe and Bucy’s coding instrument to the context 
of Romania. For example, I included the social category of “elderly per-
sons” in the “compassion” theme because low pensions are a sensitive 
issue in Romania. At the same time, I excluded the “sure loser” frame 
because none of the candidates included photographic images depict-
ing themselves as losers. 

The first master frame, the “ideal candidate,” includes two themes: 
“statesmanship” and “compassion.” For the “statesmanship” theme, I 
coded the following variables: elected officials and other influentials 
(European, national, and local high-ranking members); patriotic sym-
bols (monuments, memorials, flags, statues); symbols of progress (im-

5 INSCOP survey “The Barometer of Public Opinion – the Truth about Romania.” 
Retrieved from http://www.inscop.ro/septembrie-2013-increderea-in-institutii/
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ages of economic and technological progress: manufacturing plants, 
buildings); identifiable entourage (political aides, volunteers, campaign 
caravan, reporters); campaign paraphernalia (posters, banners, party 
clothing and campaign transportation) and formal attire (suits). For 
the “compassion” theme, I coded the following variables: social cat-
egories (children, family members, admiring women, elderly persons); 
behavioral gestures (interaction with voters: engaging with supporters 
without physical contact; physical embraces: hugging, shaking hands, 
embracing); religious symbols (members of the clergy, crosses, can-
dles, churches, monasteries).

The second frame, the “populist” candidate, includes two themes: 
the “mass appeal” and “ordinariness.” For the “mass appeal” theme, I 
coded the following variables: celebrities (movie stars, TV personalities, 
musicians, well-known athletes), large audiences (a mass of support-
ers, who are not party members, attending a candidate’s meeting with 
citizens), and interaction with crowds (shots of the candidate giving 
rapid, anonymous handshakes, grips, or touches to groups of support-
ers without individualized or fixed engagement with anyone in particu-
lar). For the “ordinariness” theme, I coded the following variables: infor-
mal attire (the candidate wearing a tie without a jacket), casual dress 
(the candidate wearing jeans, T-shirts or other casual garment), ath-
letic clothing (the candidate in athletic gear), traditional folk clothing 
(the candidate wearing folk costumes), ordinary people (common folk, 
visits to ethnic and disadvantaged communities, or to manufacturing 
plants), and physical activity (the candidate performing physical work). 
In the “ordinary people” category I included all the photographs depict-
ing the candidates visiting the ethnic communities and the work places 
of ordinary people (manufacturing plants, factories, vegetable mar-
kets, schools, universities, and so on). When coding the photographs 
with ordinary persons, I made a distinction between “interaction with 
individuals” and “physical embraces” (the “compassion” theme) on 
the one hand, and “ordinary people” (the “ordinariness” theme) on the 
other hand. In the first category I included photographs depicting citi-
zens in the streets, for example, and in the latter category, I included 
photographs depicting citizens at their work place. 

In order to determine the inter-coder reliability (Kappa), two cod-
ers coded the images. The coefficient of agreement was computed to 
be 0.91, considered to be acceptable by researchers.

The visual framing analysis of the three Romanian candidates’ 
Facebook pages during the 2014 European Parliament elections (Table 1) 
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has two main purposes: (1) to provide an insight into the strategic visual 
planning of the three candidates, and (2) to examine whether the Timeline 
photographs used for their self-representation depict them as an ideal 
candidate or a populist candidate.

 
Table 1. 

Three Romanian candidates during the 2014 European Parliament Elections

Corina Creţu Norica Nicolai Theodor Stolojan

Party 
affiliation

Social 
Democratic 
Party (PSD)

National Liberal Party 
(PNL)

Democratic Liberal Party 
(PDL)

MEP 2009 – 
present 2009 – present 2009 – present

Position

- Vice-Chair - 
Group of the 
Progressive 
Alliance of 
Socialists and 
Democrats 
in the EP; 
Committee on 
Development, 
- member - 
Delegations 
for relations 
with the 
United States 

- Member - Bureau 
of the Group of 
Alliance of Liberals 
and Democrats for 
Europe, 
- Vice-Chair - 
Subcommittee on 
Security and Defence, 
- member - 
Committee on 
Foreign Affairs, 
of Committee on 
Women’s Rights and 
Gender Equality; 
Delegation to the EU-
Russia Parliamentary 
Cooperation 
Committee

- Member of the Bureau 
- Group of the European 
People’s Party (Christian 
Democrats); 
- Vice-Chair - 
Committee on Economic 
and Monetary Affairs;
- Member - Delegation 
for relations with 
Switzerland and Norway 
and to the EU-Iceland 
Joint Parliamentary 
Committee and the 
European Economic 
Area (EEA) Joint 
Parliamentary 
Committee; Delegation 
to the EU-Moldova 
Parliamentary 
Cooperation Committee; 
Delegation to the 
Euronest Parliamentary 
Assembly

Slogans

Mândri că 
suntem 
români/ 
Proud to be 
Romanians

EuroCampioni la 
fapte/
EuroChampions to 
deed

Europa în fiecare casă/ 
Europe in every house
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The present study addresses the following research questions: 
RQ1: What was the frequency of the photographic images in the 

Romanian candidates’ Facebook Timeline?
RQ2: What master frames were present in the photographic images 

on their Facebook Timeline?
RQ3: What types of themes prevail in their online photographic im-

ages?
RQ4: What types of visual categories were represented in the candi-

dates’ Facebook Timeline photographic images?

Findings

The Romanian candidates’ strategic visual planning – 2014 
European Parliament elections

I will discuss the strategic visual planning of the three Romanian 
candidates in terms of the frequency of the photographic images post-
ed, the types of the master frames and of the themes. 

I coded the frequency of photographic image posting (RQ1) taking 
into account three time periods: beginning (April 15 – May 4), middle 
(May 5 – May 14), and end (May 14 – May 24). 

Figure 1. The frequency of Facebook Timeline photographic images 

Figure 1 shows two important aspects of the campaign calendar: 
the evolution and the number of photo postings. All three candidates 
had a progressive increase of the visual postings throughout the three 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

April 25 - May 4 May 5 - May 14 May 15 - May 24

Corina Cretu (PSD)

Norica Nicolai (PNL)

Theodor Stolojan
(PDL)



415

intervals of the campaign, and it seems to be a good strategy since 
undecided voters get more interested when the voting day approaches 
(Lazarfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 2004, p. 152). Whereas all three candi-
dates had a constant growth of their visual postings during the begin-
ning and the middle stages, a discrepancy may be noticed towards the 
end of the campaign. Unlike Corina Creţu and Norica Nicolai, who chose 
to slightly increase the number of their photographic images, Theodor 
Stolojan doubled his visual postings (n = 512) compared to the middle 
stage of the campaign. 

All three candidates use the “ideal candidate” master frame more 
than the “populist candidate” frame (Figure 2). They preferred to repre-
sent themselves through variables belonging to the “ideal candidate”: 
“statesmanlike” traits (leadership or competence) and “compassion” 
traits (empathy). Although the discrepancy between the distributions 
of the three candidates’ master frames is not significant, a slight dif-
ference should be noticed between the use of the percentages of the 
frames: Corina Cretu (Social Democratic Party) assigns 76% to the 
“ideal candidate,” whereas Norica Nicolai (National Liberal Party) and 
Theodor Stolojan (Democratic Liberal Party) assign 71% to the “ideal 
candidate.”

Figure 2 . The salience of master frames (%) 
in the Facebook Timeline photographic images
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Figure 3 . The distribution of master frames (%) 
throughout the EP campaign stages

Figure 3 shows two important aspects: (1) a dominance of the 
“ideal candidat”’ frame for all three Romanian candidates in the last 
stage of the campaign and (2) a discrepancy in framing the “populist 
candidate” throughout the three campaign stages. Corina Cretu (PSD) 
uses the same distribution of the “ideal candidate” frame (35%) in the 
second and the last stage, whereas Norica Nicolai (PNL) and Theodor 
Stolojan (PDL) assign almost a double percentage to this frame: Norica 
Nicolai from 18% (n = 71) to 40% (n = 155) and Theodor Stolojan from 
21% (n = 165) to 47% (n = 370). Whereas Corina Cretu (PSD) and 
Theodor Stolojan (PDL) had an increase of the “populist frame” us-
age throughout the three stages of the campaign, Norica Nicolai (PNL) 
used this frame more in the second stage (13%). As observed, Theodor 
Stolojan was the only candidate who used the highest percentage of 
the “ideal candidate” frame (47%, n = 370) and of “populist candidate” 
frame (18%, n = 142) throughout the three stages of the EP campaign.

Figure 4 and Figure 5 show the salience and the distribution of 
themes for the three Romanian candidates throughout the three cam-
paign stages (RQ3). 
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Figure 4. The salience of themes (%) 
in the Facebook Timeline photographic images

 Within the “ideal candidate” master frame, the “statesman-
ship” theme was more salient than the “compassion” theme for all 
three candidates. At the level of the “populist candidate” master frame 
the “ordinariness” theme prevailed in the framing of all three candi-
dates. Despite this consistency of framing the candidates through the 
“statesmanship” and “ordinariness” themes, two discrepancies may be 
noticed. First, there is a difference in assigning the “statesmanship” 
versus the “compassion” themes. Whereas Corina Cretu (PSD) had a 
difference of 10% between these two themes, Norica Nicolai (PNL) and 
Theodor Stolojan (PDL) almost doubled the frequency for the “states-
manship” compared to the “compassion” theme. Second, the three 
Romanian candidates did not use the two themes of the “populist can-
didate” frame in the same way. Corina Cretu (PSD) and Norica Nicolai 
(PNL) had almost the same distribution of the “mass appeal” and “or-
dinariness” themes, whereas Theodor Stolojan (PDL) doubled the fre-
quency of the “ordinariness” theme (20%) compared to the “mass ap-
peal” theme (9%). 
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Figure 5. The distribution of themes (%) throughout the EP campaign stages

Figure 5 shows three aspects: (1) an increase of the “statesman-
ship” theme for all three candidates throughout the campaign stages; 
(2) a dominance of the “compassion” themes for two candidates in 
the last campaign stage; and (3) a discrepancy in framing the “mass 
appeal” and the “ordinariness” themes in the second and third cam-
paign stages. Although all three candidates increased the framing of 
the “statesmanship” theme throughout the three campaign stages, 
Theodor Stolojan (PDL) was the only candidate who did not have a 
constant increase of this theme. He used the “statesmanship” frame 
almost five times more in the second campaign stage (11.37%) com-
pared to the first stage (2.5%), and he doubled the frequency of this 
frame in the last stage (30.5%). The “compassion” theme did not have 
a constant increase for all three candidates. Norica Nicolai (PNL) and 
Theodor Stolojan (PDL) used this theme more in the last campaign 
stage, unlike Corina Cretu (PSD) who decreased the “compassion” 
theme usage to 14.46% compared to the second stage (17.76%). 
Whereas Norica Nicolai (PNL) and Theodor Stolojan (PDL) used the 
“mass appeal” theme more in the last campaign stage, Corina Cretu 
(PSD) framed this theme more in the second stage (6.61%) compared 
to the last stage (2.47%). At the level of the “ordinariness” theme, 
Norica Nicolai (PNL) was the only candidate who had an important de-
crease of this theme usage in the last stage (1.55%) compared to the 
second stage (10.07%). 
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Framing the ideal candidate and the populist candidate – 
2014 European Parliament Elections in Romania

The “ideal candidate” master frame – the “statesmanship” theme

All three candidates mainly embraced the “ideal candidate” im-
age with its “statesmanship” attribute. Three main strategies were 
used in the framing of the “statesmanship” theme: elected officials 
and other influentials, identifiable entourage, and formal attire. Corina 
Cretu, Norica Nicolai, and Theodor Stolojan mostly used the first strat-
egy of appearing with “elected officials and other influentials” (Figure 
6). Within this social category, Grabe and Bucy (2009, pp. 289-290) 
include “people with power, status, and money, whether on the na-
tional or local level.” Each of the three Romanian candidates used pho-
tographic images with national and local high-ranking members of 
their party (party presidents and executive presidents, leaders in the 
Chamber of Deputies, in the Senate, or in the European Parliament, 
or mayors): Corina Cretu accompanied by Victor Ponta, the Romanian 
Prime Minister and the PSD president; Norica Nicolai accompanied by 
Crin Antonescu, the PNL president; or Theodor Stolojan accompanied 
by Vasile Blaga, the PDL president. Unlike the other two candidates, 
Corina Cretu (PSD) posted photos with Martin Schultz (Leader of the 
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats and the incumbent 
President of the European Parliament). The use of the European, na-
tional and local high-ranking members implies a transfer of credibility 
through status upon the candidate. The endorsement function associ-
ated with these elected officials and influentials relies on what Ronald 
Smith (2002, p. 119) identifies as “the audience’s deference to the 
social position or prestige of a message source.” It was interesting to 
observe that none of the Romanian candidates included in their photos 
the social category of “people with money,” because this type of influ-
entials may trigger the negative meaning potential of corruption upon 
the respective candidate. 

The “identifiable entourage” was the second most visible visu-
al strategy. Unlike the other two candidates, Theodor Stolojan used 
this strategy in the final stage of the campaign more than the social 
category of elected officials and other influentials, and Stolojan even 
adapted to the social media trend of selfies (Figure 7). There are pho-
tographs depicting the candidates accompanied by political aides and 
volunteers throughout their rallies in Romanian cities and towns, as 
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Figure 6. “Statesmanship” theme – “elected officials and other influentials”

part of the campaign caravans, or surrounded by reporters. The strat-
egy of identifiable entourage goes hand in hand with the “campaign 
paraphernalia” strategy because all three candidates included photos 
of their posters, banners, or campaign transportation. 

Corina Cretu - PSD

Norica Nicolai - PNL

Theodor Stolojan - PDL
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Figure 7. “Statesmanship” theme – “identifiable entourage” – a political selfie 
(Theodor Stolojan, PDL)

Grabe and Bucy (2009, p. 104) consider that “performing the role 
of statesman also requires the use of appropriate wardrobe” which is 
visually obtained through a formal attire (a suit). All three candidates 
were mainly represented wearing conventional business suits. 

The three candidates did not fully exploit the meaning potential of 
patriotic symbols and symbols of progress especially on May 9, when 
Europe Day and Romania’s State Independence Day are celebrated 
(Figure 9). Theodor Stolojan did not post any photos from these two 
events. Corina Cretu used photographic images of the monuments 
and memorials built in the honor of the soldiers who sacrificed them-
selves in the War of Independence (for example, the photo album de-
picting Corina Cretu paying homage to the Romanian patriots in Cluj). 
The photographic images depicting Norica Nicolai accompanied by 
aircrafts and pilots who took part in military missions may be associ-
ated with the meaning potential of progress and, at the same time, are 
consistent with her EP position as the vice-chair of the Subcommittee 
on Security and Defense.  At the same time, the PNL candidate posted 
photographic images during the Corneliu Coposu Centenary (May 20) 
and the former Conservative Romanian politician was represented as a 
patriotic symbol. 

For all three candidates, the potential meanings of statesmanship 
visual appeals mainly focused on the political ethos associated with the 
credibility of other respected statesmen. In Corina Cretu’s case ethos 
is provided by the status of European and national elected officials 
(the European Parliament President and the Romanian Prime Minister) 
and by the soldiers’ competence during the War of Independence. In 
Norica Nicolai’s case ethos is given by the status of the party influ-
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Corina Cretu - PSD Norica Nicolai - PNL

Figure 8. “Statesmanship” theme – “patriotic symbols”

entials, the pilots’ expertise and her own competence in the European 
Subcommittee on Security and Defense. In Theodor Stolojan’s case 
ethos is depicted by the prestige of the party influentials. 

 
The “ideal candidate” master frame – the “compassion” theme

Using the “compassion” theme, candidates represent themselves 
as “warm and benevolent personalities who should be loved and adored 
by voters” (Grabe & Bucy, 2009, p. 104). There are three main strate-
gies which may guarantee the framing of benevolence: (1) the visual 
association of candidates with social categories that trigger the mean-
ing potential of benevolence (children, family, admiring women, old 
people); (2) nonverbal gestures (interaction with individuals and physi-
cal embraces); (3) visual association with religious symbols (members 
of the clergy, crosses, candles, churches, monasteries). 

The primary visual strategy used by all three candidates focused 
on a behavioral display of interaction and physical embraces with vot-
ers. The difference in the use of these nonverbal gestures lay in the 
degree of physical contact. The presence or absence of physical con-
tact may be explained in terms of gender stereotypes. Women are more 
likely to be perceived as compassionate, and they seem to be associ-
ated with compassion traits (education, health care, social security/
medicare, environment, family issues, women’s issues, abortion; Dolan, 
2005). Theodor Stolojan mostly interacted with voters by giving individ-
ual attention to supporters but without any physical contact, whereas 
Corina Cretu and Norica Nicolai seemed to display a variety of physical 
embraces from shaking hands to hugging and even kissing supporters 
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(Figure 9). One category that was not included in the “interaction with 
individuals” variable by Grabe and Bucy (2009) is the “selfie.” In order 
to keep up with the social media trend, Norica Nicolai used this type 
of self-portrait photograph surrounded by female teenagers, claiming 
that “the future of Europe in theirs” (Oradea, May 8). The visual pres-
ence of young persons in the political selfies seems to be consistent 
with the results of L. Vesnic-Alujevic’s study (2012) on the political en-
gagement of European citizens on Facebook in relation to the European 
Parliament. The research showed that the average participant in the 
online European political environment was equally male or female, be-
tween 26 and 35 years old.

Theodor Stolojan (PDL) - 
interaction with individuals

Corina Cretu (PSD) - 
physical embraces

Norica Nicolai (PNL) -
physical embraces

Norica Nicolai (PNL) -
Interaction with individuals - selfie

Figure 9. “Compassion” theme – behavioral display

Both women candidates posted images of compassion depicting 
them interacting or embracing children (Figure 10). As Grabe and Bucy 
(2009, p. 104) highlight, the link to children “supports the mythology 
of family” and this value is dominant not only in American culture, but 
in Romanian culture as well. But, unlike the American male candidates 
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(Clinton, Obama, or Romney) who were aware that the images with chil-
dren may reinforce the idea of a candidate as compassionate, Theodor 
Stolojan has scarcely posted photos representing him surrounded by 
children. Thus, in Romanian culture the presence or absence of chil-
dren may be linked to a gender-based stereotype. Whereas male can-
didates represent themselves as the prototype of a working father (see 
the “ordinariness” theme), female candidates represent themselves as 
the prototype of a protective mother showing gestures of affection by 
caressing the children or holding a child’s hand. 

Corina Cretu (PSD) Norica Nicolai (PNL)

Figure 10. “Compassion” theme – posing with children

The most visible social category in all photographs posted by the 
three candidates was elderly persons. Many of the photos depict them 
while talking with elderly people either from the countryside or in the 
markets. The salience of this socio-demographic category showed 
their compassion and portrayed the candidates as protective chil-
dren. Unlike the female candidates, Theodor Stolojan used more im-
ages of elderly people in the second and final campaign stage. Besides 
the presence of this social category, religious symbols were the other 
important category specific to Romania’s social and cultural context. 
The EP candidates’ visual choice of clergy, churches, and monaster-
ies (Figure 11) may be explained in terms of the collectivist society 
that prevails in Romania. Since Romanians trust the Church more that 
politicians,6 the EP candidates used “members of the clergy as partici-

6 The findings of an INSCOP (Institutul National de Sondare a Cetăţenilor şi a 
Opiniei Publice/The National Institute of Citizens and Public Opinion Survey) 
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pants in their photos in order to highlight their closeness to traditional 
values in the Romanian society and to attract the elderly religious vot-
ers” (Cmeciu, Patrut, 2014).

Corina Cretu (PSD) 

Figure 11. “Compassion” theme – religious symbols 

Unlike Western and American candidates who are portrayed with 
their family members in order to “evoke the frame of the ideal surro-
gate father of the nation” (Grabe & Bucy, 2009, p. 104), Romanian can-
didates prefer not to expose their families to possible media scrutiny. 
Corina Cretu was the only candidate who used visual associations to 

survey show that Romanians continue to trust the Church (over 65 per cent) 
more than politicians (http://www.inscop.ro/septembrie-2013-increderea-in-
institutii/).

Norica Nicolai (PNL) 
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family members and historical family ties: photographs of Corina Cretu 
and her husband baptizing a child and photographs depicting her at her 
father’s grave while paying homage to his memory. 

Although the “compassion” theme is less pervasive than the 
“statesmanship” theme, all three candidates’ photographs portrayed 
them as warm and likeable. But this benevolence was framed differ-
ently. Corina Cretu’s photos depict her warmth by humanizing her (in-
teraction and physical embraces with voters and children, family ties, 
and a pious woman). Norica Nicolai’s likeability was rendered through 
interactions with individuals and through a selfie with teenagers, while 
Theodor Stolojan mostly interacted with elderly people. 

The “populist candidate” master frame – the “mass appeal” theme

As Grabe and Bucy (2009, p. 105) mention, “the populist narratives 
are built on the idea that ordinary people [...] stand in opposition to an 
aristocratic and self-serving elite.” The “mass appeal” theme was the least 
used subcategory in the framing of the Romanian candidates to the EP 
elections. Three main variables were used: large audiences, interaction 
with crowds, and celebrities. The first two strategies were visually obtained 
in the same way for all three candidates. For “large audiences,” there were 
shots of supporters tightly packed into a space, especially in the street or 
in a building (a school or a village cultural centre). These supporters were 
not party members, but anonymous citizens attending the political rally 
of the candidate who was neither the centre of the frame, nor the main 
focus (Figure 12). For “interaction with crowds,” there were shots of the 
three candidates giving rapid handshakes with citizens, without having an 
individual engagement with a particular supporter (Figure 13).

Figure 12. “Mass appeal” theme – 
large audience 

(Norica Nicolai, PNL)

Figure 13. “Mass appeal” theme – 
interaction with crowds 

(Corina Cretu, PSD)
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Norica Nicolai (PNL) and Corina Cretu (PSD) used celebrities as 
endorsers. Grabe and Bucy (2009, p. 107) consider that celebrities are 
“symbols of populist devotion” and they “transfer their cultural ap-
peal to political candidates [...].” The visual associations with celeb-
rities depicted Norica Nicolai with members of the Romanian Royal 
Family who took part at the Corneliu Coposu Centenary (May 20), while 
Corina Cretu’s photographs framed her accompanied by the Romanian 
gymnasts who got the gold at European Gymnastics Championships 
on May 17, 2014 (Figure 14). The verbal message of the photograph 
(Ele sunt mândria României!/ They are the pride of Romania!) was con-
sistent with the PSD slogan (Mândri că suntem români/ Proud to be 
Romanians). 

Figure 14. “Mass appeal” theme – celebrities (Corina Cretu, PSD)

The “populist candidate” master frame – the “ordinariness” theme

For the three Romanian candidates, the primary common dimen-
sions of the “ordinariness” theme were the visual appearances with 
regular folks at their work places and the informal and casual style of 
dress. Norica Nicolai and Theodor Stolojan visually developed an infor-
mal style of dress. There were shots of the male candidate wearing a 
shirt without a tie or a jacket, while the female candidate was wearing 
blouses without jackets. Corina Cretu was the only candidate who de-
veloped a style of dress specific to Romania and which was actually in 
line with the party slogan (Figure 15). Throughout several rallies in the 
country, Corina Cretu was wearing a traditional Romanian folk blouse 
(“ie”), thus establishing empathy with common folk, and represent-
ing herself as a preserver of Romanian traditions. This traditional folk 
style of dress was consistent with the traditional Romanian embroidery 
pattern to be found on the PSD election poster for the 2014 European 
Parliament elections (Figure 16). 
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Figure 15. “Ordinariness” 
theme – traditional folk 
style of dress
(Corina Cretu, PSD)

Figure 16. PSD election poster - Mândri că 
suntem români/Proud to be Romanians

The “ordinary people” dimension was visually obtained through 
photographs depicting the three candidates visiting various work plac-
es of Romanian citizens (Figure 17). Theodor Stolojan was the only 
candidate who mostly exploited this frame. He visited more than ten 
work places, from vegetable, flower, or diary markets to ready-made 
garments factories, metallurgy manufacturing plants, or universi-
ties. These visits seemed consistent with the PDL slogan (Europa în 
fiecare casă/Europe in every house) and with his EP position as the 
Vice-Chair of the Committee on Economic and Monetary Affairs, since 
the meaning potential of these interactions with different working 
class representatives was to frame the PDL candidate as a supporter 
of the economic development of the respective plants, factories, or 
academic institutions. Although the photo albums of Corina Cretu and 
Norica Nicolai did not focus so much on visits to Romanian citizens’ 
work places, the photographs posted were accompanied by verbal 
messages which mentioned either that the factory was raised through 
European funds (Norica Nicolai visiting the water pumping station at 
Repedea, Maramures), or that the candidate would become a promoter 
of the Romanian brand (Corina Cretu visiting the Jolidon factory in Cluj-
Napoca).
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Corina Cretu (PSD) Norica Nicolai (PNL)

Figure 17. “Ordinariness” theme – ordinary people at their work places

The interaction with ethnic community members is also impor-
tant in the “ordinary people” dimension because its meaning potential 
is tolerance to racism. Besides Norica Nicolai’s visit to the Ukrainian 
community in Maramures, I consider that Theodor Stolojan’s visual ap-
pearance next to the Rroma woman and child was the most surprising 
photographic image depicting a candidate with an ethnic representa-
tive (Figure 18). Stolojan, a relentless politician, seemed to have known 
how to exploit the sensitive issue of the Rroma people in Europe, and 
this photograph may have boosted the support from this ethnic com-
munity. 

Theodor Stolojan (PDL)
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Figure 18. “Ordinariness” theme – Rroma community
(Theodor Stolojan, PDL)

Conclusions

The political candidates for the 2014 European Parliament 
elections had to face two types of skepticism. First, the skepti-
cism that European citizens showed towards European identity. The 
Eurobarometer 77 (2012) highlighted two important aspects: (1) 49% 
of Europeans opted for an identity where their nationality comes before 
being European, 39% identified themselves with only their nationality, 
and 3% described themselves as European only; (2) for Europeans the 
key to strengthening their sense of European citizenship is based more 
on social welfare than on political rights. Second, the skepticism that 
European citizens’ online engagement is scarcely reflected in real life. 
So, within this negative context, Web 2.0 applications still constitute 
valuable tools of self-representation during election campaigns, and 
they may frame the EP candidates’ initiatives to stop this phenomenon 
of skepticism. 

The visual framing analysis of the Facebook photographic images 
posted by the three Romanian candidates highlighted four important 
aspects:

– a salience of the “ideal candidate” frame. The “statesman-
ship” theme was more visible than the “compassion” theme. The cat-
egories which revealed the “statesmanship” theme mainly focused on 
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elected officials and other influentials, and on identifiable entourage. 
Unfortunately, the visual appearances of the elected officials did not in-
clude European leaders or other important persons at a European level. 
The endorsement was mainly made at a national and local level. The 
same high degree of nationality was found in the “compassion” theme 
(religious symbols) and the “ordinariness” theme (traditional folk cloth-
ing). The EP candidates exploited the category of religious symbols be-
ing aware of the trust that Romanians show towards church than to-
wards politicians. Although the visual appearance of the PSD candidate 
wearing a traditional Romanian folk blouse may have been consistent 
with a representation of patriotism, it did not seem appropriate within 
the context of an increasing phenomenon of Euroskepticism. 

– a visual embodiment of gender stereotypes in the “compas-
sion” theme. The categories of interaction with individuals and physical 
embraces showed a discrepancy between the male candidate and the 
female candidates. Theodor Stolojan was engaged with supporters but 
without much physical contact, while Corina Cretu and Norica Nicolai 
were engrossed in gestures of affection, ranging from shaking hands 
to hugging and kissing.

– an implicit tackling of European issues in the “ordinariness” 
theme. The category of ordinary people revealed that the Romanian 
candidates chose to post photographs of their visits to Romanian citi-
zens’ work places. This seems to be an appropriate visual strategy as 
long as it is connected to a verbal message which may suggest the 
connection between the respective organization and some European 
issues.

– a combination between a quantitative and a qualitative analy-
sis of the political candidates’ Facebook photographs. Despite the 
advantage of a quantitative analysis of the visual frames and themes 
which showed a certain pattern of the visual strategic planning for each 
Romanian candidate, a qualitative analysis of Facebook photographs 
is also valuable. Although certain photos may not be salient within a 
frame and theme, they have a meaning potential which may have a 
greater impact for voters (for example, Stolojan’s photo with a Rroma 
woman). In the “ordinariness” theme this ethnic community was not as 
salient as other social categories, but the photo was highly appreciated 
(270 likes and 31 shares).

Although this study was limited to the visual framing analysis of 
political candidates’ Facebook photographic images during the 2014 
EP elections, further research may be carried out: a comparative analy-
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sis of the visual images posted by EP candidates from other countries, 
the visual media coverage of the Romanian candidates to the EP elec-
tions, or the Romanian online engagement towards the candidates’ vi-
sual self-representation.
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Social NetworkS – Public SPace or Political tool?
VoterS aNd caNdidateS oN Facebook duriNg 
the electioNS For the euroPeaN ParliameNt

A n t o n i o M o M o c
University of Bucharest

the huge scale usage of social networks 
such as Facebook, twitter or linkedin made 
certain optimistic scholars claim that 
the interactivity of online communication 
transformed ordinary people into active 
citizens. according to this optimistic vision 
of the 2.0 participation on social media, we 
should expect the internet, especially the 
social networks, to have a positive influ-
ence on the participative political culture, 
and the new technologies to lead to an 
increased offline political participation, to 
civic involvement, to the citizen’s inclusion. 
however, this does not apply to countries 
like romania, despite the fact that number 
of Facebook users is increasing. 
Participative democracy is not an automatic 
outcome of the fact that the individuals in a 
certain culture connect online through social 
networks. even if social media are used in 
ex-communist countries, like romania, this 
is not sufficient to transform the romanian 
political culture into a civic culture. 

the hypothesis of the article is that, at 
least in romania, eurosceptics display 
the same interest for social networks as 
any other candidates. trying to establish 
whether the europhiles or the euroscep-
tics candidates are the ones who rather 
use internet in their electoral communi-
cation, i monitored the Facebook pages 
of the most important romania politi-
cians during the month of the electoral 
campaign for the european Parliament. 
based on the qualitative method, i ana-
lyzed the Facebook accounts of the ro-
manian politicians to examine how they 
communicated during the eu elections 
campaign in may 2014. the results are 
that anti-eu politicians are very familiar 
with social media, and that the new tech-
nologies are successfully used especially 
by the populists in societies where the 
middle class is underdeveloped and the 
democracy is still an exercise.

keywords: European Parliament, elections, Eurosceptics, social media, political partici-
pation
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Introduction

“The Facebook and Twitter revolutions” in the Arabic world (Iran, 
Egypt, Bahrain, Libya, Yemen, Syria) led to the occurrence of a theo-
retical trend of the 2.0 participation optimists: they are convinced 
that internet, online expression, interpersonal and group discussions, 
social networks interactivity lead to a political revolution, to liberaliz-
ing the authoritarian regimes, to civic responsibility, to strengthening 
the civil society, to a form of so-called “direct democracy” (Levinson, 
2009; Qualman, 2009).

The crisis of modern representative democracy is not just the 
crisis of the Parliament, the parties, or the political representation: 
citizens are not feeling represented anymore neither by the politi-
cians, nor by the mainstream journalists (Momoc, 2013). The parlia-
mentarians’ lack of legitimacy is doubled by the citizens’ lack of trust 
in the professionalism and good intentions of the traditional media 
journalists. In this context, the alternative media consumption has 
increased, together with the alternative journalism production. The 
advocates of direct democracy claimed that today we have an “online 
democracy.”

The 2.0 optimists described the new online communications 
means as new ways of democratic involvement encouraged by the 
bloggers through online channels that complete and reactivate the 
conventional forms of political expression and participation (Gil de 
Zúñiga et al., 2010, p. 37). The blog readers were considered “the pio-
neers of the new technological revolution” (Kahn & Kellner, 2004) and 
there were many speculations about their online and offline partici-
pation habits, but there are only a few researches conducted on this 
increasing population group. 

Gil de Zúñiga et al. (2010) have analyzed the data they collected 
from over 3.900 readers of 40 representative political blogs. Their re-
search showed a connection between the political debate and the po-
litical participation, namely the people who discuss politics together 
with their family and friends have a higher inclination to get involved 
into political activities. The studies revealed the fact that online dis-
cussions do not differ from face-to-face discussions from the effi-
cacy and participative influence point of view (Shah, Cho, Eveland, & 
Kwak, 2005).

 The current conceptualizations of online political participation 
do not usually take into consideration behaviours such as display-
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ing electoral slogans on blogs or personal websites, submitting for 
receiving a political newsletter, or signing and spreading an online 
petition on social networks. The easiness of using or creating new 
communication channels, like blogs, video clips, and websites has 
generated an explosive growth of grassroots’ vertical participation. 
The individuals can develop a more active and more significant rela-
tionship with the official institutions, since they feel they can express 
their opinions more openly and freely. At the same time, internet can 
bring the political elites closer to the audience, facilitating the points 
of view transmission towards the assigned politicians and the impor-
tant journalists. 

  The expressive online participation has not annihilated the tra-
ditional offline activities, such as attending a political manifestation 
or volunteering for the presidential candidates. But expressive online 
participation can show a different manner of participating, consider-
ing it does not involve big costs or efforts from the citizens. These 
costs can determine many people to abandon traditional offline par-
ticipation and can encourage another population segment to get in-
volved into expressive online participation and to expose the political 
process to new types of behaviours.

Studies showed that associating news consumption with inter-
personal political discussion stimulates various forms of participa-
tion (Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). News consumption promotes the 
increase of political knowledge and encourages media reflection 
(Eveland, Hayes, Shah, & Kwak, 2005). 

Internet allows people “to post, at a minimum cost, messages 
and images that can be instantaneously seen by global audiences” 
(Lupia & Sin, 2003, p. 316). Some researchers conclude that political 
discussions can stimulate getting to know the collective issues, toler-
ance, and can signal the opportunities to get involved, thus boosting 
citizens’ engagement into the civic and political life (Walsh, 2004). 

Free online expression frees the citizens’ conscience, allows 
them to manifest their speech on social media, and tends to become 
a central feature of modern digital democracy. At the moment, in the 
so-called digital democracy, users do not vote online regarding public 
affairs or legal norms. They cannot substitute the principle of separa-
tion of powers, meaning the mechanism that ensures the equilibrium 
and control of the powers in a typical constitutional and representa-
tive democracy (Sunstein, 2007, p. 34–35).
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Although they can influence the vote decision, the citizens who 
express in the digital democracy through online petitions or social 
networks regarding the public affairs or the political life do not stand 
for the majority of the society and sometimes do not even represent 
the majority of the population. Some citizens can be excluded from 
the 2.0 political participation because they do not have internet ac-
cess, or they do not know how to use a computer, a smartphone or 
the internet.

The IRES study from December 2011 published on DailyBusiness.
ro (2012) and entitled “Who presents us the political life: see the most 
accessed information channels” showed that 81,8% of the Romanians 
get informed about politics by watching TV and 7% of them extract 
their political information online. Internet has become more important 
than printed newspapers, which remain the favourite source of political 
information for 6,2% of the Romanians. Radio is the main source of po-
litical information for 2,1% of the population, while 1% extract political 
information from their family, work place, or from other sources.

 The report Internet Usage in the European Union – EU27 (Inter-
net Word Stats, 2012) showed there were 7,430,000 internet users in 
Romania. The internet had penetrated 44% of the Romanian popula-
tion at the beginning of 2013 and, during the electoral campaign, there 
were 7,200,000 Facebook users. However, the increase of the number 
of internet or social networks users did not automatically lead to an 
increased participation at the vote. At the Euro parliamentary elections 
on May 25th 2014, only 32% of the people with the right to vote showed 
up at the poll. But, at least, is it possible that this has led to more online 
debating among the citizens who are interested in politics?

A situation that I had not foreseen at the beginning of this research 
was the fact that a series of Romanian public personalities asked peo-
ple to boycott or to invalidate the vote. While vote presence was anyway 
small, some of the significant members of the civil society (like jour-
nalist Ioana Lupea, sociologist Mircea Kivu, university lecturer Claudiu 
Craciun) advocated for boycott or for invalidating the vote based on 
their dissatisfaction with the electoral offer, or the restrictive electoral 
laws that make it difficult to constitute a political party, or to enrol an 
independent candidate in the electoral race because of the big number 
or signatures required by the law.
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Theoretical frame

2.0 optimists and pessimists

The so-called Facebook and Twitter “revolutions” have polarized 
the analysis into the 2.0 participation optimists and the 2.0 participa-
tion pessimists. The optimists of 2.0 citizen participation infer a certain 
technological determinism according to which 2.0 internet transforms 
political culture from a dependent or parochial one into a participa-
tive one. Optimists imagine a digital Promised Land and attribute new 
media the capacity to transform closed societies into open societies, 
fundamentalist states into civil societies, and authoritarian regimes 
into democratic regimes. 

Erik Qualman (2009), David Kirkpatrick (2010), or Jeff Jarvis 
(2011) expressed the optimist perspective according to which internet 
transforms the world: social media and the social networks produce 
political, economic, and cultural revolutions. Qualman (2009) stated 
that businesses, brands, politicians cannot afford the luxury to wonder 
whether to use social media or not, they can just decide how efficiently 
to use them. Qualman (2009) was convinced that Obama would not 
have become the President of the USA without the internet, that social 
media played a major role in mobilizing people to the poll, which led to 
having the biggest number of Americans and young people who voted 
in 2008 ever since 1908. 

David Kirkpatrick (2010) noticed that, although the Facebook so-
cial network was not created in 2004 by the students at Harvard for 
political purposes, its founders sensed its political potential from the 
beginning: the users protested against every important issue through 
Facebook. The protests that were initiated, fuelled, and maintained on 
Facebook were a form of political manifestation of the citizens that 
forced governments to react: Mir Hossein Mousavi, the candidate who 
lost the Iranian presidential elections in 2009, asked his followers to 
protest on the streets based on the suspicions of electoral fraud. 

Jeff Jarvis (2011) showed that dictators, media moguls, and mar-
keting specialists were trying to induce us what to think, say, or do. 
But nowadays, in a public society, they are in the position of having to 
listen to what the audience has to say, whether consumers are using 
Twitter to complain about a certain product or the services of an insti-
tution, or whether citizens ignite on Facebook a street protest against 
the state abuses. Jarvis (2011, p. 23) is convinced that Mark Zucker-
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berg designed Facebook not just as a technological company, but also 
as a sociological one. “Zuckerberg is not only an engineer: he studies 
both computer science, as well as psychology. He is a social engineer; 
he builds systems that help people, humankind, get the freedom to do 
what they want.”

In the age of internet, the voters are not simple spectators any-
more, like in the case of the television. Blogs, social networks like Face-
book, or micro blogging platforms like Twitter are channels of political 
communication, side roads of the “global village,” where each member 
of the online community can be heard, regardless of his/her belonging 
to a social class, gender, race, or religion (Cismaru, 2012, p. 75). 

On the other side, the “pessimists” of political communication 
point out the fact that modern, representative, and constitutional de-
mocracy developed in the age of traditional journalism (newspapers, 
radio, and television) is operating based on the liberal logic of profit: 
hence, the media agenda is dictated not by public interest, but by the 
gatekeepers’ concern for rating and advertising. Even the radio broad-
casters that were supposed to function based on the public service 
logic are operating following the business logic: since they work based 
on the market economy rules, mass-media are not applying the demo-
cratic principle of providing equal treatment to all the political actors, 
big or small, during the electoral campaigns. 

Far from the ideal that any citizen has to have the right to be elect-
ed and equal chances to express himself and his political platform, in 
the liberal democracy context mass-media are promoting different 
categories of candidates: commercial media displays those who can 
afford to pay the costs of electoral advertising and who have financial 
resources; public media broadcasts the candidates in the first cate-
gory, who represent the big parties, and the candidates in the second 
category, who stand for small parties or are independent; the indepen-
dents are perceived as outsiders and are not granted the chance to 
debate at the same table with the candidates in the first category. 

The optimists of political communication are the supporters of 
the new age of electronic, interactive democracy that is popular among 
the voters with high mass-media and cultural awareness, who are im-
mune to propaganda and indoctrination. “No matter how imperfect the 
modern democracy mediated by mass-media might be, it is certainly 
preferable versus the state of things that existed not long ago, when 
the political power was only accessible to a minority composed of the 
aristocrats and the bourgeois” (McNair, 2007, p. 282–283).
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The 2.0 optimists are advocating for the “spectacle politics,” as 
they think the contemporary democracies and citizens are able to face 
it. Using mass communication has transformed the political phenom-
enon into a process, and even if it is more spectacular, it is also more 
open, not more closed. McNair (2007) adheres to 2.0 optimism, claim-
ing that politics may have become a mass sport with spectators for the 
first time in history, but it still remains a “sport” in which citizens have 
the real power to decide the result. 

The politicians resort to a series of persuasion or manipulation 
techniques through communication and management, which are wide-
spread, analyzed, and interpreted via political journalism that perma-
nently reaches the voters. In the age of raising awareness, politics may 
seem like a complex game, but the media commentators and the citi-
zens have become more and more specialized in playing it.

Analyzing the optimism of 2.0 political communication, Camelia 
Beciu (2011, pp. 286–287) underlines that this perspective claims that 
internet contributes to revitalizing the public space through the direct 
interaction between citizens when debating public interest issues: “In-
teractivity, connectivity, and multiplicity constitute essential features 
that could transform internet into a mechanism that democratizes the 
society.”

The theories of the 2.0 optimists anticipate that internet shall 
revolutionize political communication by stimulating citizens’ partici-
pation and by contributing to the democratization of political life. One 
of the target groups that the optimists are considering consists of the 
young people, who may get involved in the online campaign because 
they are more open to the new communication means. 2.0 political 
communication provides the politicians with an enhanced capacity to 
listen, helps organize the followers online, creates a direct relationship 
between the voters and the candidates, and favours horizontal dialogue 
(Jarvis, 2011).

Pessimists replied to the optimists’ arguments with a few amend-
ments. Firstly, the access to the necessary resources for achieving an 
efficient political communication is not universal or equitably distribut-
ed. Cass Sunstein (2007) draws the attention to the fact that the logic 
of the free economic market, of the consumer does not have to auto-
matically be also the logic of the political market or of democracy. If 
we transpose the rules of liberal economy over the rules of democracy, 
we undermine one of the basic principles of democracy: equal chances 
for all citizens to vote and to be voted. Even if internet brings the ad-



442

vantage of niche audiences and of commercial marketing, the citizens 
will not gain anything from being targeted online by competing political 
messages which will never generate a true dialogue. 

McNair (2007) admits the fact that planning, conceiving, produc-
ing, and transmitting political messages costs. “In a capitalist system, 
this simple fact favours the parties that are supported by the big com-
mercial corporations. That is why it is essential for a healthy democrat-
ic process that the sources of financing the political communication 
are monitored and regulated. Similarly, most liberal democracies are 
considering the introduction of certain restrictions regarding the right 
to own media organizations: the political representatives who are han-
dling considerable capital should not be able to monopolize the com-
munication channels or to get advantages in the communication pro-
cess” (McNair, 2007). To prove that this is valid, the optimistic perspec-
tive requires that “equal conditions” should exist for all the participants 
in the political game. Another shortcoming of the optimists’ approach 
derives from the persistence of secrecy and of manipulation within the 
governmental communication sphere. As the importance of communi-
cation increases within the political process, it becomes essential for 
the citizens to exert a certain power and control over the information 
that their elected representatives decide to spread in the public space.

2.0 pessimists claim that internet does not bring major changes 
to how the electoral campaigns are deployed, since it only represents 
an additional information channel, which does not solve the issue of 
the general lack of interest regarding political life. The citizens’ reduced 
participation in the political life is not just the result of their lack of in-
formation, but also of their lack of interest, or their critical rejection of 
this type of information (Toader, 2009).

The public space and public culture

Bernard Miege (2008) showed that contemporary public space is 
increasingly fragmented, formed of partial public spaces and of places 
encouraging freedom of expression in different degrees: today there 
are also other public places where people can exchange ideas, opin-
ions, information, besides the mass audience generalist televisions or 
the news channels. The public space actions correspond to the com-
munication models that have successively emerged in the history of 
democratic societies: the opinion press (especially in the 18th century); 
the commercial mass audience press (since the end of the 19th cen-
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tury); the audiovisual mass-media, and particularly the mass audience 
generalist television (that became crucially influential in the second 
half of the 20th century); generalized public relations.

Along with the dominant model of mass audience generalist tele-
vision, Miege (2008) insists on the role of the PR and communication 
strategies implemented by companies and by public and social institu-
tions, as well as on the role of the opinion surveys in shaping public 
opinion. Traditional media and the televised journals are increasingly 
dominated by the generalized public relations. The relations between 
the public and the private space evolve under the influence of the trend 
that individualizes social practices: there is a growth in the usage of 
private information and communication techniques; this corresponds 
to the phenomenon of commercializing information and culture, which 
is stimulated by the generalized usage of marketing techniques in the 
areas of information and culture. 

Recent studies show that political marketing and the new ways of 
practicing 2.0 political communication are impacting key-dimensions 
of democracy, which is defined as the decision making process per-
formed by a majority after the politically equal participants had the op-
portunity to be informed regarding the public interest topic that should 
be voted and to choose from a series of options (Beciu, 2002).

Direct participation is a necessary, although not sufficient, con-
dition for constituting a democratic majority. A “public culture” is re-
quired, meaning “a minimum of shared values, manifested through 
everyday practices, based on which people can experiment themselves 
the status of members or potential participants in a democratic soci-
ety” (Beciu, 2002, p. 67).

Public culture is cultivated by informed citizens who are interest-
ed in participating in the political life. Some researchers believe that 
the logic of commercial media has generated a state of apathy and 
political disengagement of the audience, phenomenon called “media 
malaise” (Norris, 2000, p. 4): “the media malaise term covers a series 
of evaluations according to which the current political communication 
practices, promoted by the new media and by the campaigns of the 
parties, do not stimulate neither civic engagement, meaning citizens’ 
awareness regarding public activities, nor the trust in the government, 
or the political activism.”

The term “media malaise” sums up the critical evaluations refer-
ring to certain media practices: the negative tone of the informative 
shows that became “anti-institutional,” the “tabloidization” of politi-
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cal information (the entertainment politics or “infotainment”) and the 
sensational (cultivated by popular journalism). The “media malaise” 
phenomenon may have generated a true “culture of public cynicism” 
manifested through abstentionism, indifference, and not showing up at 
the poll. The “culture of public cynicism” raises the issue of civic culture 
(Almond, Verba, 1996) that depends on the citizens’ education and on 
the communitarian and deliberative practices. From this point of view, 
mass-media should have had a decisive contribution to igniting pub-
lic debates. Following this logic, the more advanced would the mass-
media democratization be, the more public debates there should be.

However, the critics of commercial media promotion think we 
are getting farther and farther from what should stand as a market of 
ideas, because mass-media are promoting rather the sensational gen-
erated by entertainment or by pointless scandals, than the plurality of 
arguments. Even when mass-media or the internet generates delibera-
tive discussions, there is a big chance that those debates or programs 
turn into a “group therapy,” without reaching a practical finality (Axford, 
2001). 

In the context of public apathy or “political cynicism,” the re-
searchers have investigated the potential of internet to stimulate citi-
zen activism and political participation based on the premise that us-
ers can interact directly with the institutions, the political actors, or 
other members of the various communities and socio-professional 
categories (Beciu, 2002, p. 78). 

2.0 optimists show that internet increases the political actors’ 
chances to address the voters directly. The political communication 
that is not filtered by the gatekeeper and is not mediated by the journal-
ist can improve the public circulation of the authentic political speech, 
as far as the political leaders integrate internet in their usual communi-
cation tactics. Internet generates a frame of direct interaction with the 
citizens, achieving one of the ideals of the Athenian democracy: direct 
participation. Extending the public space into the online space leads 
to establishing a “cyber-democracy,” even if online activism does not 
automatically translate into a higher political participation at the poll. 

2.0 pessimists notice that the interactive dimension of internet 
leads to a fragmentation of the public space into “identity enclaves” 
(Sunstein, 2007) and to the users’ “disconnection” from the public 
agenda, from the political information and, thus, from civic or public 
culture: media promotion and new media orient political action towards 
a niche target audience; new media fragments the voters generating 
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“anomia” and “isolation”; political participation turns into a “solitary 
activity,” while social groups are converted into isolated virtual commu-
nities; the opportunity for people to negotiate the “definition” of public 
interest is more and more reduced.

The new technologies have increased people’s ability to filter what 
they want to read, see, or hear, to select the news or stories that best 
represent their interests, and they have also made it possible for people 
to consume the media content that is consumed by the people they 
like. Having the power to filter the information and to decide the agenda 
(The Daily Me), people end up consuming only the points of view that 
they agree with, without confronting the opinions they do not favour 
(Sunstein, 2007, p. 1–3). As the influence of generalist newspapers and 
magazines decreases, and the importance of the online agenda, pro-
grammed individually, increases, different social groups make funda-
mentally different choices. The shared experiences and values that the 
citizens used to have access to through television made the traditional 
media a sort of binder of the political community. The individualized or 
niche consumption of new media reduces the number of shared expe-
riences that the heterogeneous mass-media audiences used to have. 
The consequence of isolating in exclusivist online communities where 
members are only listening to the echo of their own voices is social 
fragmentation, the cyber-Balkanism: in a socially and culturally het-
erogeneous society, people will find it harder and harder to understand 
and to accept each other. 

The consumption opportunities that the internet has created are 
increasing the consumerism and are favouring the market economy, 
but they affect the citizen’s tolerance spirit, as he becomes frustrated 
by the fact that he has to share common experiences and civic values 
with people that are culturally different from him/her. While the free 
market is founded on the consumer’s sovereignty, the democratic re-
gime is based on the political sovereignty. The consumer’s sovereignty 
means that the individual clients have the freedom to choose from the 
market depending on their needs, interest, and financial possibilities. 

Applying the principle of the consumer’s sovereignty on the market 
of ideas or on political communication affects modern democracy: po-
litical sovereignty is referring to governing the majority while respecting 
the minorities, and while ensuring the dialogue between equal citizens 
who express freely and debate politics in the public space (Sunstein, 
2007). If we believe in the consumer’s sovereignty and we praise the 
unlimited power granted by the internet due to filtering information, we 
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may think freedom consists in satisfying certain private preferences: of 
course, the freedom of choice is fundamental, but the choice has to be 
made only after sufficient exposure to a quantity of information, and to 
a wide and varied set of options. 

The studies performed on the blogosphere (Sunstein, 2007) indi-
cated that bloggers do not promote other bloggers with different po-
litical opinions than theirs on their personal platform, on their blog roll 
(the menu list with links that lead to other blogs that the blogger prefer 
or reads occasionally), or through the links in their articles. The same 
nondemocratic behaviour occurs frequently on the social networks 
(especially on Facebook), where the list of “friends” is mainly com-
posed of the persons with whom the account holder shares common 
points of view regarding thorny public topics or issues; those who dis-
agree on the social networks usually block or exclude each other from 
their lists. Radicalizing the speech and the exclusion from the dialogue 
leads to the online “Balkanization of the audience and of the opinions” 
(Sunstein, 2007, p. 56, 63).

As society is increasingly fragmented, public space is more dis-
sipated, the online is split into enclaves, the society is polarized and 
cyber-Balkanized, there are more and more “islands of online commu-
nities” that are isolated from each other, it has become more difficult 
to build a public agenda, to cultivate a public culture, to propose a com-
mon project around widely shared values, thus placing the nation and 
the republic in danger. 

Republica.com 2.0 described by Cass Sunstein is a republic in 
which the individuals end up not sharing common values, excommu-
nicating, and hating each other. The new 2.0 Republic is a space that is 
threatened by extremism and by breaking into enclaves.

The hypothesis

The hypothesis is that, at least in Romania, Eurosceptics display 
the same interest for social networks as any other candidates. Trying to 
establish whether the Europhile or the Eurosceptic candidates are the 
ones who rather use internet in their electoral communication, I moni-
tored the Facebook pages of the most important Romanian political 
figures during the month of the electoral campaign for the European 
Parliament. 
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15 political parties and 8 independent candidates participated in 
the 2014 elections for the European Parliament. The electoral adver-
tising displayed on panels and in the online exposed a series of Euros-
ceptic electoral messages: “Defending your Romania” – the National 
Christian Democrat Party of Peasants (PNȚcd); “Raising Romania” – 
The Popular Movement Party (PMP); “Proud to be Romanians” – The 
Social-Democratic Party (PSD). There were also messages that em-
braced being part of the European Union: “Europe in each home” – The 
Democrat Liberal Party (PDL); “Eurochampions” – The National Liberal 
Party (PNL); and “Proud to be Europeans” – The Green Party.

Most of the Romanian journalists and political actors have treated 
the elections for the European Parliament as an opinion survey for the 
presidential elections that will follow in the autumn of 2014. In this 
context, during the electoral campaign (April 25th – May 25th 2014) I 
have monitored the personal Facebook pages of some of the candi-
dates that announced they would surely compete in the presidential 
race: Crin Antonescu’s page, the leader of PNL, a party with Europhile 
electoral slogan (“Eurochampions”); Mihai Razvan Ungureanu’s page, 
the president of a non-parliamentary party called The Civic Force (Forţa 
Civică), who is very close to the current President, Traian Basescu, and 
who competed with a message that was fighting against the entire 
political class (“Change them by force!”); Dan Diaconescu’s page, the 
president of a party with Eurosceptic message, The People’s Party Dan 
Diaconescu (PPDD) (“Vote with the Romanian soul!”). I have included in 
the analysis also the Facebook page of The Green Party, member of the 
European Greens, one of the first four groups in the European Parlia-
ment, barely visible in Romania, but promoting progressive European 
topics, such as the separation between the State and the Church, the 
rights for the sexual minorities etc. 

Based on the qualitative method, I have analyzed the Facebook 
accounts of the Romanian politicians to examine how they commu-
nicated during the EU elections campaign in May 2014: which were 
the campaign topics, to what extent have these politicians discussed 
about the institutions of the European Union or about the European 
Parliament, to what degree was their message oriented versus the EU, 
whether they have mobilized the voters to the poll or they have encour-
aged the boycott.
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Research method

The qualitative method of content analysis, as explained by Muc-
chielli (2002), implies the following steps: Encoding, Categorization, 
and Establishing the relationships (or Data interpretation). Encoding 
aims to extract the essential of the testimony posted on the Facebook 
page by using the post key-words. Any qualitative analysis condenses 
continuous and abundant data. This means that the key-words or ex-
pressions that summarize the phrases of interest must be very accu-
rate and true to the blog testimony. By simply reading the key-words, 
an uninformed reader should be able to reconstitute the blog’s testi-
mony without having to read it. For Encoding, the questions we use are 
“What subject do we have here? What is this about?” The answers to 
these questions become key-words or summarizing expressions. 

The Categorization is illustrated by transposing the key-words into 
concepts. A category is a word that abstractly defines a cultural, social, 
or psychological phenomenon as it is perceived in a data corpus. The 
category leads to theoretic concepts, which establish the relationships 
between the categories. The expression “shale gas” is a code. The ex-
pression “anti-fracking,” for the same extract is a category. The second 
expression is richer, more evocative.

Whenever the message was self-centred and self-promoting, the 
attitude of the author was labelled as positive. When the message was 
attacking the competitors, criticizing the counter-candidates, it was la-
belled as negative. If the post was announcing events or actions that 
were not connected to the political party or to the candidates, and the 
author did not intervene in the message, its tone was labelled as neutral.

I have also tracked the dimension that the message was ap-
proached in. When the message was related to the notoriety, credibil-
ity, or appreciation of the political party or the candidates, the com-
munication dimension was labelled as political. If personal messages 
were communicated, such as messages about leisure, family, friends, 
its dimension was labelled as personal.

Research results

During the electoral campaign for the European Parliament, there 
were 162 posts on Mihai Razvan Ungureanu’s Facebook page, a can-
didate who was also planning to participate in the presidential race. 
Topics: media apparitions, announcements, video clips: 28; attacks 
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against the competitors: 26; social topics: 24; internal politics: 24; Eu-
ropean topics: 18; mobilization to the poll: 13; personal life: 7; electoral 
program: 7; external politics: 5; electoral campaign: 5; others: 5. 

Total of key-words: Civic Force: 21; vote: 18; Victor Ponta: 15; Ro-
mania: 13; corruption: 12; elections for the European Parliament: 11; 
European Union: 11; PSD: 11; Government: 11; hope: 8; change: 8; 
party: 8; citizens: 8; right wing: 7; Ukraine: 6; poverty: 6; lie: 6; incompe-
tence: 6; electoral campaign: 6; youngsters: 5; Romanians: 5; mobiliza-
tion: 5; stealing: 5; political class: 5; presidential elections: 5; country: 
4; unemployment: 4; European Parliament: 4; migration: 4; candidates: 
4; barons: 4; blackmail: 3; solidarity: 3; propaganda: 3; mafia: 
3; justice: 3; European funds: 3; Russian Federation: 3; Crin Antonescu: 
3; community: 3; vote of censure: 2; manipulation: 2; fraud: 2; crimi-
nals: 2; employees: 2. The attitude was positive in 61 posts; neutral in 
72; negative in 29. The dimensions in which the messages were com-
municated were: political: 151; personal: 8; professional: 3.

Between April 25th – May 25th 2014 on the Facebook page of the 
PNL leader, Crin Antonescu, there were 156 posts. Topics: European is-
sues: 50; internal politics: 30; electoral program: 16; electoral visit: 12; 
media apparitions, press conferences: 10; mobilization to the poll: 9; 
manifestation, electoral event: 8; external politics: 7; attacks against 
the competitors: 6; political objectives: 4; others: 20.

Key-words: PNL: 53; European Parliament: 28; political program: 
28; Romania: 19; electoral visit: 17; projects: 13; electoral campaign:  
11; launch: 9; elections: 8; democracy: 7; electoral meeting: 7; vote: 7; 
citizens: 6; right wing: 6; European funds: 6; freedom: 6; Traian Bas-
escu: 5; Europe: 5; PSD: 5; European Union: 5; liberal economy: 4; Mol-
davia: 4; parties: 4; Romanians: 4; USA: 4; candidates: 3; corruption: 3; 
Eurochampions: 3; Eurocandidates: 3; Government: 3; PNL Manifesto: 
3; mobilization: 3; Ponta: 3; budget: 2; Romanian Parliament: 2; pros-
perity: 2; royalty: 2; treason: 2; liberal values: 2. The attitude was posi-
tive in 92 posts, neutral in 49 posts and negative in 15 posts. The di-
mensions in which the messages were communicated were: political: 
155; personal: 1.

On the Facebook page of Dan Diaconescu, the president of PPDD, 
there were 91 topics posted during the campaign: photo albums and 
campaign video clips: 26; electoral program: 19; media apparitions: 
12; mobilization to the poll: 8; internal politics: 7; attacks against the 
competitors: 5; European topics: 3; others: 11. Key-words: Dan Dia-
conescu: 43; PPDD: 29; Romanians: 18; Satu-Mare: 14; DD-mobile: 11; 
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The Caravan of Hope: 10; Realitatea TV: 10; vote: 9; soul: 6; elections 
for the European Parliament: 6; electoral campaign: 5; Victor Ponta: 5; 
Romania: 4; electors: 4; The Purple Caravan: 4; fraud: 2. The attitude 
was neutral in 54 posts; positive in 23 posts; negative in 14 posts. The 
dimension in which the messages were communicated was political in 
all the 91 posts.

During the electoral campaign, there were a total of 247 posts 
on the Facebook page of The Green Party. There were 156 posts with 
political topics. Key-words: The Greens: 35; The Green Party: 96; vote 
(Vote the Greens!): 35; elections for the European Parliament: 32; Ska 
Keller: 25; The President of the Green Party, Constantin Damov: 20; Flo-
rin Brabete (the first position on The Green Party candidates’ list): 18; 
European Parliament: 18; European Union: 18; European Commission: 
11; “Let’s cut the brushwood!”: 8 (slogan); Europe Day: 8; vote bulletin: 
5; boycott: 5; “Proud to be Europeans”: 3 (slogan); ballot: 2; European 
Greens: 3; European Green Party: 1.  

The ecologic topic was approached 62 times. Key-words: renew-
able energy (non-polluting): 11; shale gas: 9; waste: 7; Rosia Montana 
Gold Corporation (RMCG): 6; Chevron: 6; Rosia Montana: 5; hydraulic 
fracking: 5; recycling (recyclable, recycled): 5; Pungesti: 3; Genetically 
Modified Organisms: 4; cyanides: 3; pollution: 2; forests: 2; climatic 
changes: 2; green space: 1.

The social topic was tackled 14 times on the Greens Facebook page. 
Key-words: May 1st: 4; International Workers’ Day: 1; employees’ rights: 
1; The International Red Cross Day: 1; The National Youth Day: 1; labor 
market: 1. The transportation topic was used 4 times. Key-words: bicy-
clists: 3; bicycle trails: 3; urban agglomerations: 1; public transport: 1.

The economic topic was used 4 times. Key-words: budget: 1; taxes: 
1; Romanian economy: 1; financial crisis: 1. The religious topic related 
to the separation between the State and the Church was used once. 
Key-word: religious symbols. 6 retention messages for the support-
ers were posted, too. Key-words: night, weekend, good morning, have a 
nice evening (2), we thank you.

The attitude or the tone of the messages was: positive: 163; nega-
tive: 63; neutral: 21. The image dimension in which the messages were 
communicated was: political: 212; personal: 35. As for the balance be-
tween the communication concerning the party and the communica-
tion related to the political personality: 108 messages were focused 
on the party; in 88 messages, the communication was centred on the 
personality of the candidate. 51 messages approached neutral topics 
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(not related to the party or to the personality). The Green Party’s posi-
tioning favoured the vote and the belonging to the European Union: the 
campaign message was “Proud to be Europeans,” and in the 5 posts 
referring to boycotting or invalidating the vote, The Green Party criti-
cized those who discouraged the participation in the elections for the 
European Parliament.

Discussion

Some members of the academic and civil society in Romania advo-
cated for boycotting the May 25th elections for the European Parliament 
using the social networks and the traditional media. Having this in mind, 
the author of this study is aware of the fact that the results of the hereby 
monitoring have to be compared with the results of a subsequent moni-
toring conducted on the Facebook pages of the popular public figures 
that supported the idea of boycott during the campaign for the Euro-
pean Parliament. The future research will analyze both the message 
that the boycott supporters induced, as well as the users’ comments: to 
what extent did the users understand the civil society members’ critics 
against the political class – manifested through their call to boycott – as 
an anti-European message or as a criticism of the overall democracy.

Electoral communication on Facebook during the Romanian elec-
tions for the European Parliament was rather a tool for mobilizing the 
existing voters of each party than a space of political debate. While 
some of the members of the civil society encouraged people to boy-
cott the vote or to sanction the Romanian political class by not par-
ticipating in the elections for the European Parliament, the Romanian 
politicians ignored this signal: they did not open discussions about the 
pro-boycott messages on the social networks, did not debate the issue 
raised by the members of NGOs or by journalists, but preferred to use 
the social networks for addressing to the people who were going to vote 
for the big parties.

The candidates proposed mostly self-promotion political mes-
sages: they attacked the counter-candidates; they mobilized voters to 
go to the poll and left little room for debate. The Facebook network con-
tinued to fragment the virtual space in 2014. The candidates isolated 
themselves according to their political ideologies. The online channel 
functioned less as a debate platform and more as a political PR tool. 
The online environment mainly reflected the image of the Romanian 
offline political environment.
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In the context of a decreased participation at the elections for the 
European Parliament, the politicians tried to convey messages with the 
purpose to mobilize people to the poll, they tried to activate their loyal 
voters via the social networks. The dialogue tackling different ideologi-
cal points of view was missing, as well as the debate pro or against par-
ticipating at the poll. More importantly, the electoral debate did not re-
ally touch the European topics (such as the European funds absorption, 
the relationship between the national legislation and the Community 
Acquis, the immigration and the labor force, the Common Agricultural 
Policy, the justice and the internal affairs, the danger of extremism, na-
tionalism or Euroscepticism), the subjects related to the fate of the Eu-
ropean Union institutions (the role of the European Council and of the 
European Commission in the relationship with the member states, the 
election of the President of the European Commission for the first time 
with the involvement of the European Parliament, the role of the Euro-
pean parliamentarians in relationship with their national Parliament), 
or the matter concerning the role of Romania in the EU.

The Eurosceptic message was assumed and cultivated by the 
main government party, the Social Democratic Party (PSD), which pro-
moted the campaign slogan “Proud to be Romanians,” a nationalist, 
conservatory message, placing the accent on stimulating the pride of 
the members of an ethnic nation. In reply to this electoral message, the 
small non-parliamentary Green Party, member of the European Greens, 
ran its campaign under the message “Proud to be Europeans.” Unfor-
tunately, this slogan did not benefit of big visibility in the offline envi-
ronment and not many voters resonated with it. After an intense online 
campaign, 19 thousand voters chose The Green Party, which has 8500 
fans on its Facebook page.

Euroscepticism was also promoted by Dan Diaconescu, the leader 
of PPDD: the president of the People’s Party Dan Diaconescu constant-
ly referred to “the Romanians,” “Romania,” “the people” in his online 
speech. His electoral message, “Vote with the Romanian soul!” was ad-
dressed both to all the Romanians who were going to vote nationally in 
the elections for the European Parliament, as well as to the voters in 
Satu Mare, the city in which the PPDD leader ran for occupying a place 
in the Deputy Chamber within the anticipated elections in The 2nd Satu 
Mare College.

Crin Antonescu, the National Liberal Party leader, and Mihai Raz-
van Ungureanu, the leader of Civic Force, treated European topics on 
their Facebook pages, but both of them focused more on the internal 
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politics, on the attacks against the main government party, PSD, and 
against prime-minister Victor Ponta. Mihai Razvan Ungureanu dis-
played a constant preoccupation with the presidential elections that 
will follow in the autumn of 2014 – he was the candidate that referred 
to these elections more than any of the other candidates.

The absence of the candidates’ links towards competitors’ posts 
and the lack of dialogue with their readers show the candidates’ pre-
occupation with their own image and a significant lack of interest for 
debate between candidates, but also between the citizens and politi-
cians. The Facebook posts were focused on presenting the candidates’ 
political dimensions, on promoting the interests of the parties that the 
candidates belonged to, and on attacking the political rivals. 

The 2014 European Elections campaign showed that the politi-
cian-candidates were not interested in building a space of debate: they 
were preoccupied with getting a high score, in order to be able to ne-
gotiate positions for the Romanian presidential campaign. They were 
more concerned with attracting voters to the poll and with promoting 
their image and political message within their sympathizers. Romanian 
candidates did not support an online European electoral debate.

None of the politicians whose online speech was monitored have 
used the social networks to bring European themes or economical so-
lutions in the public debate. None of the analyzed politicians (except 
for the Green Party) have initiated discussions about the act of voting 
as civic duty or about the meaning of the participation of the Romanian 
citizens in the elections. 

The stake of online communication was not how big the number 
of participants at the poll is, but how big is the number of voters in fa-
vour of a candidate versus another. Online mobilizing mostly targeted 
the party members and the sympathizers. The politicians have com-
municated on their official Facebook accounts with more focus on their 
positive, self-centred online profiles, without being too aggressive oth-
erwise.

The growth of internet and mobile telephony consumption in the 
detriment of printed press did not leave the political actors indifferent. 
Political communication has suffered a series of mutations, as politi-
cians adapted to the online environment and addressed to the social 
networks users. Using social networks like Facebook, Romanian politi-
cians mobilized the target-audience to join and follow the candidate, 
trying to determine the electors to become brand ambassadors and to 
recommend the politician to other audience segments.
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Certainly, the number of Romanian Facebook users has exploded, 
but the lack of interest in politics and the high level of absence at the 
vote on the elections’ day have been constant facts.  A part of the 6% 
of the voters who invalidated their vote at the elections for the Euro-
pean Parliament had announced their intention on the social networks. 
Their voice seems to have not been heard. The abstentionism and the 
peaceful meetings from the University Square in Bucharest that served 
as protest against the political class felt like “group therapy” or like 
distrust in the current democracy and its rules. 

The Romanian civil society did not show signs of growing up. On 
the other hand, Romanian politicians did not perceive themselves as 
being responsible for the increase of social dissatisfactions, for the 
fact that people did not participate at the poll, or for the growth of the 
number of those who supported extremist movements or Eurosceptic 
forces. 

A political dialogue between the winners of the elections for the 
European Parliament and the Romanian citizens who did not present 
themselves at the poll is still to be initiated. They have the online public 
space at their disposal for it. 
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Big Brother FaceBooks You
conspiracY theorY Discourses circulating 
in the social MeDia
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While in the last ten years Facebook has 
gradually grown to become the most pop-
ular social network worldwide, it also woke 
worries and discontent among its mil-
lions of enthusiastic or addicted users. in 
parallel with the growing popularity, nega-
tive attitudes also begin to spread among 
Facebookers themselves stretching from 
the mild pre-Facebook times nostalgia, 
through resigned disillusionment and par-
tially-founded paranoid fears to the wildest 
dystopian fantasies. the World Wide Web 
in general, and social networking media in 
special – including Facebook – is home to 
a vast variety of conspiracy theories. not 
surprisingly, Facebook itself has become 
an issue of “contheo” argumentations on 
these platforms, being charged with secret 

governmental surveillance, spying, manip-
ulations, diversion, intentional addiction-
producing and several other malevolent 
actions directed against its very users. My 
paper focuses on the rhetorical interpre-
tation of collected various anti-Facebook 
arguments circulating both in the larger 
publicity of the World Wide Web, and more 
specifically on Facebook via posts, chats, 
group messages, clips, memes with a 
definite subversive character. the rhetori-
cal analysis of these ironic or dead seri-
ous comments and counter-arguments 
concerning the giant social network might 
reveal some more general discourses and 
attitudinal trends of the networked and en-
tangled generation.

keywords: Facebook, conspiracy theory, surveillance, subversive argumentation, memetic 
rhetoric
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Introduction

Facebook celebrates this year its tenth anniversary: a great ac-
complishment in the social network’s ‘unofficial’ mission in “mak-
ing the world open and connected” (Tsotsis, 2010; Jardin, 2010) (Fig. 
1.) (around here)1 – or in another approach, quoting a popular meme 
“Mark Zuckerberg – Stalking You Since 2004”.2 (Fig. 2.) (around here) In 
an era of global social media, where openness and interconnectedness 
go hand in hand with a general sense of ‘monitoredness,’ the social 
networks – and Facebook (given its virtual omnipresence) in special – 
provide reasons for both rejoicings and concerns. While Facebook has 
indeed gradually grown the most popular – and most populous – social 
network worldwide (see Simons, 2014)3, it also woke worries and dis-
content among its millions of enthusiastic or addicted users, ending 
in extreme cases in waves of quitting termed as “virtual identity sui-
cide.” (Stieger & al., 2013; Anderson, 2013) Why could negative atti-
tudes emerge concerning Facebook, and what are the main motives? 
This article will seek an answer by looking at a set of charges brought 
against the highly popular social network, approaching them as rhe-
torical arguments.

Several studies have pointed out various reasons Facebook users 
invoke for concern, among them, the social network’s treatment of its 
users, issues of online privacy, data mining, child safety, hate speech, 
addictiveness, or the inability to terminate accounts – as a Wikipedia 
article4 sorts them in an exhaustive list. One of the most invoked prob-
lem, however, is the issue of online privacy (boyd & Marwick, 2011; 
Davison & al. 2003/2013; Gaffin, 2012; Hull, Lipford & Latulipe 2010; 
Jones & Soltren, 2005; Semitsu, 2011; Solove, 2007a, 2007b; Stieger 
& al., 2013) For this reason, I will restrict my investigations onto this 
single topic of safety of personal data and privacy – mainly as perceived 
by the social network’s own users.

As a long time active Facebook user (with my own reserves), and 
after several years of teaching and conducting heated seminar debates 

1 See illustrations in Annexes.
2  http://frabz.com/1vgz
3  http://jaysimons.deviantart.com/art/Map-of-the-Internet-1-0-427143215
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Criticism_of_Facebook, see also: http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Privacy_concerns_with_social_networking_services and http://en.wiki-
pedia.org/wiki/Privacy_issues_of_social_networking_sites#cite_note-39
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with my students regarding the benefits and detriments of this social 
network, from the countless posts and many convergent discussions 
a relatively homogeneous discourse started to decant for me. Most 
narratives, queries and complaints I have met may be summed up es-
sentially in the following statement: Facebook collects and stores our 
exposed data for (US) governmental surveillance, and ultimately it is a 
means of manipulation and control by occult secret societies. 

Here, in this article I will neither argue with this statement, nor 
will I try to demonstrate its veracity or falsity. Instead, I consider it a 
prevalent discourse in public opinion, treating it as is. On the one hand, 
I will bring examples from various environs to illustrate this discourse; 
on the other hand, I will analyze rhetorically some of its main elements, 
showing the general subversiveness of the implicit message. I call the 
attention upon the fact that – although not all arguers invoke it explic-
itly or implicitly – the anxiety backed by the idea of a hidden conspiracy 
is an essential component of the discourse. Therefore, examples refer-
ring to conspiracy theory will occur several times, also adding up to the 
subversive character of the discourse.

My paper will be structured in the following way. First, some indis-
pensable theoretical concepts will be reviewed along with the presen-
tation of a couple of empirical investigations in similar issues. Some of 
these latter also serve with a good applicable methodology – a topic 
that will be discussed in the second section. The main part is dedicated 
to the discussion of the proposed Facebook – surveillance discourse, 
first by dividing it into four component phrases, then by illustrating and 
interpreting each of these component ideas through (visual) rhetorical 
approach. 

Theories

Facebook – just as the similar social networking sites – may be 
seen as the ultimate realization of the network society described by 
Manuel Castells (1996/2000) in terms of networkedness, but also an 
accomplishment of McLuhan’s (1962) global village, with its worldwide 
interconnectedness, and it can be perceived also as a perfect exempli-
fication of Barabási’s networks models (2002). Social networks have 
been very attractive from the first moment among youth (see boyd, 
2007) exactly because of their socializing and net-like linking charac-
ter – among them MySpace, Hi5, Orkut, and especially Facebook have 
rapidly grown into global webs of social connections.
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The main bulk of users of social media, and similarly, the major-
ity population of online social networks consists of younger people – 
whom Prensky (2001) called the digital natives, while others (Coleman, 
2011) labeled them as the networked generation. These young people 
seek an environment with which they can easily interact, where they 
can be both at leisure and feeling themselves in control – and this is ex-
actly what social media offers to them. The seven building blocks of so-
cial media described by Kietzmann and his colleagues (2011), like ex-
pressing identity, having conversations, sharing data and experiences, 
almost permanent online presence, easily maintainable relationships, 
constructing one’s reputation, and easy formation of groups, are at-
tractive functionalities for youth; just as are danah boyd’s four charac-
teristics (boyd, 2007): persistence, searchability, exact copyability, and 
invisible audiences, magnetic forces of social networking sites. 

Still, these appeals are at the same time among the most unfavor-
able elements of the world wide web – and however cultivated in digi-
tal literacy they might be, these youngsters are the most careless and 
most unprepared while using their virtual networks and living in them. 
(Morris, 2009; Wilcox, 2012) In this respect, one of the rather paradoxi-
cal problems is identifiable in their relation to the issue of privacy. On 
the one hand, they often invoke with naïve candor that they “have noth-
ing to hide” – which by itself raises ethical questions, as Daniel Solove 
has repeatedly pointed out (2007a, b); while at the same time they are 
anxious about being stalked by an invisible and impersonal Big Brother 
(Fletcher, 2010), or simply annoyed by Facebook’s personal data han-
dling policies (Roosendaal, 2010).

While there is much debate in social theory and legal studies about 
the ethical aspects, general limits and rights of online privacy (Gaffin, 
2012; Solove, 2007a, b; Semitsu, 2011), the issue of surveillance – and 
especially governmental surveillance – goes far beyond the scientific 
interest, and has grown into a central theme in mass media (Janie, 
2011; Kirkpatrick, 2010; Nolan, 2013) and vernacular web folklore alike. 

These more widespread latter concerns of being under (insti-
tutional, governmental) surveillance – backed by social theory itself 
(Foucault, 1995) – often overlap with ideas of a hidden conspiracy, 
specifically involving web giants like Google or Facebook, which deliber-
ately “sell” their end-users to commercial companies, state control in-
stitutions (Greenop, 2007; Oremus, 2014; Sottek & Kopstein, 2013), or 
– in extreme cases – to supranational occult organizations (Infowars, 
2013). Such theories of malevolent plots are predictable in our con-
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temporary “culture of conspiracy” (Barkun, 1997), where social anxiety, 
the need for simple, certain answers, as well as the general distrust in 
the establishment (Sunstein & Vermeule, 2008; Dentith, 2013; Taïeb, 
Hubbes, 2010) and manipulative mass media (Tracy, 2012) favor the 
spread of questionable information – called by Michael Barkun (1997) 
“stigmatized knowledge.” 

In this context, as some of these conspiracy discourses are 
spreading right through Facebook channels, curiously this social net-
work itself is not only the accused-suspected conspirator, but also 
an ideal environment for proliferating such “unsubstantiated claims” 
(Quattrociocchi & al., 2012). This (formerly) unusual phenomenon is 
the result of major changes the digital generation has undergone in 
both technical and spiritual aspects, as a synergy of a series of fac-
tors – among them two elements, which I highlighted in earlier studies 
(Hubbes, 2010, 2011): the relative lack of gatekeeping on the net and 
the subversive nature of peripheral web discourses. In Dino Cardone’s 
(2007) formulation, the web is characterized by a strong subversive 
nature: it is anti-institutional, anti-establishment, and naturally gives 
way to any potentially alternative, unusual, controversial or extreme 
discourses of subversion – a feature that is valid for social networks 
as well.

Methodology

Based on the above theoretical considerations, in discussing the 
Facebook surveillance discourse I will rely on the general concepts or 
methodological guidelines of three articles from different domains. 

The first one, a research article in the sociology of (net) com-
munication (Quattrociocchi & al., 2012) is a recent survey analyzing 
how Facebook users related to information circulating on the social 
networking site. I was interested in it because Walter Quattrociocchi 
and his team, while classifying their news sources on Facebook, de-
limited a group relying on alternative news sources, termed by them 
“conspiracists.”5 One of their conclusions, namely that conspiracists 
- “trying to avoid the mainstream media ‘mass-manipulation’ are the 
most responsive to false claims” (Quattrociocchi & al., 2012: n.p.) and 

5 The other two categories were political activists and mainstream media, and 
they introduced a control entity of “trolls” generating and spreading satirical, 
caricatural false information.
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unsubstantiated information, was of great importance to me, sup-
porting my presumptions in regard to the nature and environment of 
Facebook-conspiracy statements.

The second article (Taïeb, 2013) describes five principles of con-
spiracy rhetoric: a) deny the complexity of the real; b) establish facti-
tious correlations; c) eliminate the truths contradicting the theory; d) 
construct a mythical story structure; and e) identify the signs of con-
spiracy – all of which were easily recognizable in the narratives and im-
ages concerning our investigated Facebook-plot discourse.

My third guide was a short article written by Heidi Huntington 
(2013) discussing the role of internet memes as powerful means 
of visual rhetoric, together with a university course site by Simone 
Sessolo,6 dedicated to an entire set of similar visual rhetorical analy-
ses of memes circulating in social media. Huntington emphasizes the 
subversive nature of memes, stating that “memes are more than in-
ternet humor, research shows them to function by appropriation and 
resistance to dominant media messages.” (2013: n.p.) These observa-
tions of the subversiveness of internet memes, together with Cardone’s 
argumentation (2007) of the subversive character of the internet (and 
its certain discourses) offer a good framework for the interpretation of 
the numerous Facebook and Zuckerberg memes I encountered, with 
explicit anti-Facebook messages.

The central discourse and its interpretations

In parallel with the growing popularity, also negative attitudes be-
gin to spread among Facebookers themselves from resigned disillu-
sionment through privacy concerns up to partially founded paranoid 
anxieties of secret surveillance. In what follows, I will resume the state-
ment formulated by me in the introduction, expressing the essence of 
the discourse on Facebook privacy concerns; then I divide it into el-
ementary propositions built one onto the other, and bring examples for 
each level, along with some rhetorical interpretation of the presented 
claims. 

The central discourse may be summed up as follows: Facebook 
collects and stores our exposed data for (US) governmental surveil-
lance, and ultimately it is a means of manipulation and control by oc-

6 https://sites.google.com/a/umich.edu/the-rhetoric-of-memes/ 
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cult secret societies. It is obvious that this is a complex statement, de-
canted from many opinions and affirmations, both online and offline; 
and it is also understandable that not everyone agrees integrally with 
the entire statement formulated this way. For this reason, I tried to 
identify elementary ideas, and divide the statement along these ele-
ments. 

We can identify three main levels: 1. Facebook collects and stores 
our data; 2. official governmental organizations (US: NSA, CIA etc.) 
keep us under continuous surveillance, and/or  commercial multina-
tional companies keep tracking us by Facebook; 3. worldwide secret 
societies like the Illuminati or the Freemasons control and manipulate 
us through Facebook. Plus, there is an additional, implicit idea – we 
may call it base ground, onto which the three other levels build up – 
that we expose ourselves (too much) on Facebook. I will start my dis-
cussion with this last element.

0. We expose ourselves – too much – on Facebook. This is one 
of the most debated issues with countless ramifications, and numer-
ous questions regarding personal and social behavior on the network, 
including stalking, identity theft, trolling, cyberbullying, exhibitionism, 
breaking up relations, addiction, loss of contact with offline reality, 
stress and other delicate problems that may menace especially minors 
and younger people, but social network dwellers in general (see boyd, 
2007; Kane, 2012; Morris, 2009; Wilcox & Stephen, 2012). There are 
thousands of complaining, arguing posts, comments, memes, chats 
regarding such topics on Facebook every day – still, I do not deal with 
these issues, because they represent the problems emerging from the 
users’ aspect. Here, it concerns our central problem only in regard to 
how consciously users manage their own and their fellow users’ per-
sonal data: that is, their privacy. In this respect, Daniel Solove has re-
peatedly (2007a, 2007b) called the attention upon the problematic of 
the false claim Facebook (and other social network) users often invoke: 
“I have nothing to hide”7 - since this naïve attitude is the basis of all 
online privacy, and personal data safety problems that constitute the 
core of Facebook surveillance conspiracy discourse. I invoke here one 
single meme, (Fig. 3) (around here) of highly ironical tone, saying “One 
does not simply protect one’s privacy with Facebook status update.” 

7 On the other hand, power organizations also use this argument for justifying 
their surveillance activities. (See Solove 2007b)
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1. Facebook collects and stores our data (and makes them avail-
able to third parties)

Harvey Jones and José Soltren (2005) analyzed the issue of pri-
vacy and data safety on Facebook already in the very early years of the 
network, and, since then, the question has been always kept on the 
agenda both in academic environment and among the social media us-
ers themselves as well. The main concern of users is that the network 
mishandles their personal information, by collecting, classifying, track-
ing, storing their data, and eventually making them available (selling) 
to third parties for high profits. 

I refer here to some illustrative memes found on Facebook itself, 
on the Mark Zuckerberg Memes profile.8 Here several Mark Zuckerberg 
pictures are converted into visual memes bearing ironical, satirical or 
cynical messages. On the first example (Fig. 4) (around here) a “laugh-
ing Zuck” is combined with a “Scumbag Steve” hat. Also a Facebook 
inscription in the background underlined by an arrow is pointing to the 
character, as if charging him with the statement: “Leaks your private 
data to advertisers – Hires PR firm to start smear campaign about 
Google.” We are interested here in the first statement of the meme, 
explicitly expressing users’ concerns regarding safety of personal data. 
The inscription harmonizes with the collage built upon the visual meta-
phor “Scumbag Zuck.” 

Next meme’s (Fig. 5) (around here) is a simple picture on black 
background of Mark Zuckerberg laughing, only to show the person 
speaking. The message is built rather on the inscription saying: “A mil-
lion dollars isn’t cool. You know what’s cool? 100 billion dollars for when 
I sell all your information to 3rd party companies. JK. [Just kidding.] 
No, seriously. I might.” The text is a monologue expressing FB users’ 
fears as if it were a bad joke told with open malice by Mark Zuckerberg 
himself, hinting to the possibility that he might indeed give away their 
personal data, just because he has the power and the opportunity to do 
so. Here, the subversive power of the meme lies in the rhetorical ethos 
aspect, playing with the credibility of the “speaker”: the meme’s cre-
ator tries to persuade the audience about the untrustworthiness of the 
character. Yet another meme (Fig. 6) (around here) plays with – both 
visual and textual – contrast, opposing “evil” Mark Zuckerberg (dark 
background) with popular culture hero Julian Assange (light back-
ground) through a paradox “told” by the contrasted characters them-

8 https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mark-Zuckerberg-Memes/401138239958418 
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selves. While Wikileaks’ Julian Assange says “I give private information 
of corporations to you for free. And I’m the villain”, Zuckerberg declares 
cynically with the usual grin: “I give your private information to corpora-
tions for money. And I’m the man of the year.” The statements put in the 
characters’ mouths are meant to highlight the paradoxical and unjust, 
manipulated reality of mainstream media and society. It is a powerful 
subversive message directed against Facebook (and its CEO) published 
right on Facebook. All three pictures used for the memes presented 
here show Mark Zuckerberg laughing, as if cunningly grinning, in order 
to emphasize the presumed malicious nature of Facebook’s CEO, who 
treacherously gives away for personal profit the network’s users’ con-
fidential data. 

An even more subversive message is a clip9 spread on numer-
ous video sharing sites (and shared sometimes even on Facebook 
itself), which calls its audience to follow the speaker’s example and 
delete their Facebook accounts. The social media star Matthias uses 
the same arguments, saying that Facebook abuses its users’ personal 
data, invading their privacy. Matthias brings in surveillance arguments 
(at 2’40’’) too, referring to NSA intercepting your smartphone via the 
inbuilt Facebook apps.

2. Facebook enables surveillance of its users’ data and activities 
by government (NSA, CIA etc.) and international organizations (and 
it also allows user tracking to commercial companies) (Roosendaal, 
2010). With the secret US governmental PRISM project10 revealed in 
June 2013, already existing suspicions of organizational surveillance 
on the Internet have been confirmed. Steve Nolan (2013) and many 
others showed that Google, Facebook, Apple and other tech giants had 
been certainly involved, despite the initial denials by their executive di-
rectors. Thus, Facebook users in the US and worldwide felt their fears 
verified. 

Numerous memes express these concerns and indignation over 
the surveillance practices performed or allowed by Facebook – I will 
invoke here only three. The first illustration (Fig. 7) (around here) is 
part of the so called “Conspiracy Keanu” memes, where on the picture 
of a frightened young Keanu Reaves is posed the question: “What if 

9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EfnKmPQdapw  - with more than one and 
a quarter million viewers in just one month since its publication (June 5, 2014)
10 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/06/us-tech-giants-nsa-data 
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Facebook is really an NSA spy tool?” Another meme is a graphic chart 
(Fig. 8) (around here) composed of the logos of various US military 
agencies, secret security organizations (DARPA, DOD, CIA, IAO) sur-
rounding the Facebook logo – all in blue –, as if to allude to their (con-
spiratory) togetherness. The third meme is a caricature comic (Fig. 
9) (around here) showing a man working on his PC, closely watched 
at his back by two big robots: the giant robot wearing the inscrip-
tion “Facebook” pushing away a somewhat smaller one labeled “Big 
Brother,” and calling it amateur. The two robots are depicted as if two 
consecutive (older and newer) editions of the same omniscient surveil-
lance machineries, based on the all-powerful control system called “Big 
Brother” envisioned by George Orwell in his dystopian 1984 novel. In 
relation to this latter comic meme it is worth referring to an offline wall 
graffiti meme from Berlin (Fig. 10) (around here) expressing a similar 
idea: Mark Zuckerberg’s black stencil portrait (laughing, of course) with 
a simple number underneath: 1984. This meme is a strong – and sub-
versive – suggestion that the Facebook’s CEO (and the network itself) 
might be the Big Brother of our contemporary society.

3. Facebook is in fact a tool through which various occult secret 
societies (the Illuminati, the Freemasons) control and manipulate 
the unsuspecting, ignorant masses, invading their privacy, and having 
them at hand by possessing all their personal data.

These suppositions pertaining to the sphere of conspiracy theo-
ries have been present from the very beginning of the internet and even 
more from the emergence of social media, especially the social net-
works. Facebook itself, with its global network rapidly entangling the 
entire world, awoke even stronger suspicions of an occult big brother 
trying to take hold of the entire planet. These fears were all of a sud-
den flared up with the apparition of a WSJ Technology Conference D8 
interview11 from 2010, - “a great moment in internet history,” which 
went viral over web. In this televised interview, Mark Zuckerberg took 
off (rather reluctantly) his jacket, and a curious “unofficial company 
mission statement” insignia (see Fig. 1 and also Fig. 11) was revealed 
in the inside, reading “Making the World Open and Connected.” The 
graphic structure of this logo, with its concentric circles and intersect-

11 http://live.wsj.com/video/d8-video-under-mark-zuckerberg-hoodie/F403BCCE-
661B-451B-8BC8-12536D12A82A.html#!F403BCCE-661B-451B-8BC8-
12536D12A82A 
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ing triple vector arrows arranged in triangular shape gave immediately 
reasons for the conspiracy-minded people to weave mystic stories.12 
Many people – including one of the interviewers – have identified in 
Zuckerberg’s logo an Illuminati/Mason symbol. Not long after the viral 
interview, a series of interpreting-unmasking videos started to spread 
on the various video sharing platforms, and even on Facebook itself. 
One of these (very similar) videos entitled: “The Truth about Facebook – 
Illuminati Revealed”13 tries to identify typical Illuminati, Masonic, Jewish 
and other occult signs (Fig. 11 and Fig. 12) (around here – in parallel!) 
in the mission insignia, correlating them with Zuckerberg’s statements, 
Facebook facts and graphics, which all may support the greater picture 
of an existing conspiracy. The referred “unmasking” video conforms to 
Taïeb’s (2013) five rules of conspiracy rhetoric, especially to the sec-
ond, the fourth and fifth principles: establish factitious correlations; 
construct a mythical story structure; and identify the signs of con-
spiracy. Such videos are increasingly popular – even if demystified by 
serious logical arguments (see Tsotsis, 2010). Together with countless 
debunking posts and articles (see Infowars, 2013), memes taken from 
these clips, and independent graphic memes spreading on conspiracist 
sites and forums all contribute to the wider sense of insecurity among 
Facebook users, even if the large majority of them do not buy the con-
spiracy discourse.

As a last example of Facebook conspiracy memes, I would like to 
invoke one of my favourites, (Fig. 13) (around here) where conspiracy 
ideas are intertwined with religious beliefs. There is strong evidence for 
the possibility of the meme being created by a troll, supported by the 
name of the site (troll.me) where it was published, and Quattrociocchi’s 
2014 research article also suggest such probability. This “Conspiracy 
Keanu” meme poses the question: “What if Facebook is Hell and Mark 
Zuckerberg is the Antichrist?” Yes. What if?

Conclusions
The review of these ironic or dead serious memes, comments and 

counter-arguments concerning the Facebook users’ threatened priva-
cy show that the discourse identified by me at the start of my inquiry is 
a living narrative. We as citizens of the virtual world are convinced more 
or less that beyond exposing ourselves too much on Facebook with the 

12 http://www.godlikeproductions.com/forum1/message2385185/pg1 
13 For a typical exaple see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CHFvbGAJQaE 
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naïve assumption that “we have nothing to hide”, and thus giving up 
imprudently part of our privacy, Facebook itself may collect and store 
our data for (US and international) governmental surveillance, as it 
may also allow commercial companies to track our online activity, and 
ultimately it might be a tool of manipulation and control by global oc-
cult secret societies. 

While the discourse is visibly prone to conspiracy theory in each 
of its elementary sub-narratives, which may discredit it; the problems 
aroused by the main idea, namely the issues of online privacy, personal 
data safety, invasive data mining and tracking, surveillance by legiti-
mate or illegitimate authorities etc. are undeniably present in regard 
to Facebook, just as in case of other similar social media platforms of 
the world wide web. The academic studies cited and referred to (picked 
from an ever growing literature) also support the idea that the issue of 
online privacy and safety is not unproblematic – neither with Facebook, 
nor with any of the other IT giants filling out our everyday life in the era 
of information society. 

The investigated discourse, however, – flawed as it is with paranoid 
elements – proves yet another important thing: the digital natives or 
digital nation of this contemporary network society produce their own 
immunity against the threatening system: they create a highly subver-
sive rhetoric of memes totally adapted to the nature of the internet. 
They really “occupy online” (Caren & Gaby, 2011) defending themselves 
by becoming more conscious in their exposure, and at the same time 
attacking Big Brother on its own terms, on its own ground. 
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inStrUMent
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this article offers an analysis of Ameri-
can foreign policy after 9/11 attacks and 
Facebook as a modern tool to make pub-
lic diplomacy meet the new exigencies of 
U.S conduct of foreign affairs. Facebook, 
as it is shown in this paper, is a democ-
racy promoter, securing U.S interests 
abroad. dataveillance and economic sur-
veillance are tackled here. the U.S usage 
of Facebook aims at collecting informa-
tion about potential terrorists. Facebook 

is, therefore, a recent means to preserve 
America’s national security. economic 
surveillance via Facebook is promot-
ing the business of various companies, 
using advertising on the site itself. our 
contribution in this area of research con-
centrates on the relationship between 
American foreign policy and Facebook, 
and how the latter is transforming the 
American foreign policy multilateral ap-
proaches. 

keywords: American foreign policy, multilateralism, public diplomacy, democracy, social 
media
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Introduction

Advanced electronic resources and communications are indeed 
influencing American foreign policy, by creating new sorts of important 
strategic issues and changing the old methods of dealing with them. 
This may result in altering the kinds of diplomatic relations the world 
nations are trying to have, what is called by Dizart “a responsive digital 
diplomacy” (2011, p.1).

Modern Embassies, if we can say so, improve their resources by 
computer access, satellites, and many other digital advances. All the 
previous tools combined together do exercise a substantial impact on 
diplomacy. They enable the American elite groups of diplomats to be in 
a constant contact with their foreign colleagues. American foreign pol-
icy, on the other hand, is adopting new electronic practices, gradually 
abandoning the old ways of dealing with diplomacy (Dizart, 2001, p. 2)

Knowledge is, indeed, power. The country that controls world 
data information is, therefore, the most powerful one in the world. The 
country that holds such power is the U.S.A. America has always been 
militarily and economically strong. What is recent is that it is becom-
ing a digital power, collecting and processing information. Computer 
science professionals are increasingly recruited to computerize Ameri-
can foreign policy operations. The conviction is unshakable that if the 
U.S.A maintains its lead in information resources, its strategic interests 
abroad will undoubtedly be protected.

The United States of America is exercising a new form of power. 
It is the major distributor and generator of all digital information data 
and resources. According to Dizart , at the very beginning of the 21st 
century, approximately half of the users of the internet were Americans 
(2001, p. 4). Six percent of the most viewed internet sites were also in 
the U.S.A, and 40% of the mentioned sites were in California. Currently, 
the United States is holding power over 5000 important data banks; 
therefore, it is exercising a new type of hegemony.

The use of social media in public diplomacy to maintain a success-
ful conduct of U.S foreign policy is another episode of U.S digital power. 
Social media enables Americans to be in direct contact with the citi-
zens of foreign countries. American diplomats do use social media to 
interact with other countries’ publics to explain American values, poli-
cies, and to promote positive perceptions of the United States, mak-
ing them differentiate between American policy makers as the most 
important foreign policy actors and the American general public.
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After the dramatic 9/11 attacks the U.S started to reconsider its 
approaches to foreign policy. Additionally, modern digital practices 
such as using Facebook and many other social networking sites to 
enhance the newly adopted foreign policy approaches started to gain 
ground. Facebook, as the case study of this paper, and its features are 
a tremendously perfect tool for what the researcher calls American 
foreign policy 2.0., creating more friends than enemies worldwide. One 
cannot understand the urge behind Facebook’s inclusion in American 
foreign policy operations without unveiling the dilemmas the U.S faced 
in its conduct of foreign policy right after the 9/11 attacks.

1. American Foreign Policy Challenges 
during George W. Bush Presidency

The terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001 have emphatically 
impacted U.S foreign policy priorities and approaches. Americans be 
they the American public or the American policy makers reconsidered 
the U.S role in the world; the fact that divided Americans into two cate-
gories: unilateralists and multilateralists. The Unilateralists believe that 
the U.S.A should interfere all alone in world affairs without consulting or 
cooperating with any other nations. Paradoxically, the multilateralists 
argue that the U.S should cooperate and work with other countries in 
order to share the consequences of any decision even if this act may 
result in making compromises or affecting U.S interests. The respon-
sibility is rather shared by all the nations involved in the decision mak-
ing of any international issue. Holsti tackles the differences between 
unilateralists and multilateralists asserting that “[u]nilateralists prefer 
that the United States go alone unbridled by the need to consult, co-
ordinate, and cooperate with other countries. In contrast, unilateralists 
favour acting and sharing burdens with others even doing so requires 
some compromises”(Holsti, 2004, p. 106).

An extensive body of evidence indicates that the most significant 
lesson learnt from the September 11th dramatic events is that the 
United States has to work more closely with other countries. By act-
ing as a “cooperative good neighbor,” the U.S A shouldn’t worry about 
its interests. Consequently, the multilateralist approaches to foreign 
policy are much more efficient than the dysfunctional nature of the U.S 
unilateral foreign policy. Stated differently, the hegemonic character of 
American foreign policy since the cold war is neither achieving the 21st 
century American foreign policy goals any longer nor does it respond 
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to the U.S interests. Fitzpatrick takes the same stand in her book U.S 
Public Diplomacy in a Post 9/11 World from Messaging to Mutuality by 
stating “What this means for U.S public diplomacy is a shift from ‘tell-
ing America’s story to the world’ as it did both during the cold war and 
in the early post 9/11 period to ‘engaging with the world’” (Fitzpatrick, 
2011, p. 6).

American foreign policy after 9/11 was characterized by what is 
called the war on terror. When the war started, the American public with 
the widespread belief that Bin Laden was hiding in Afghanistan was 
convinced that a war should be declared there to capture him. Ameri-
cans supported and blessed the war believing that it would make them 
safer. This support, however, did not last and a wide proportion of U.S 
population was strongly willing to bring an end to the war, especially as 
the number of casualties was growing.

The U.S war on Iraq had the same scenario. In fact, the public was 
told by the Bush administration that Iraq owned weapons of mass de-
struction; thus, Americans strongly supported the war only if it would 
be successful and take a short period of time. Nonetheless, the war 
took a very long time and the public started to lose temper. The number 
of casualties was increasing and the amount of money spent on the 
war, on the other hand, was inconceivable. It became clear that the war 
was costly and detrimental. Consequently, anti war movements started 
across America, requesting the Bush administration to stop the war. 
In the same line of thought, Americans considered that the war on 
Iraq made the other countries disrespect the U.S.A and increased the 
tendency towards other terrorist attacks. Both wars are examples of 
American unilateral operations which are neither favored by the Ameri-
can general public any longer nor by a respectful majority of U.S policy 
makers. 

One may, therefore, argue that embracing moral principles and 
caution should be very important elements in U.S foreign policy. Mul-
tilateralism, on the other hand, should be the appropriate approach to 
American conduct of foreign affairs because it increases U.S popular-
ity and reduces the tendency to other terrorist attacks. Additionally, 
Multilateralism, as the newly embraced approach to American foreign 
policy in the post 9/11 attack era, should be adjusted to information 
age realities. More precisely, social media networking sites, which are 
the result of high tech efforts to make the world a small village, ought to 
be highly used in conducting American foreign policy operations. This 
may result in protecting U.S interests abroad and promoting a friendlier 
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image of the United States of America and its public. In other words, 
social media networking platforms do meet American multilateralism 
objectives, transforming it to multilateralism 2.0.

2. President Obama’s Perception of World Affairs

President Obama came to office with a different agenda and a dif-
ferent perception of world affairs conduct. His foreign policy stresses 
multilateralism and encourages dialogue between the United States of 
America and the other foreign countries. The reason behind promot-
ing such an approach to foreign policy is that the U.S.A is no longer 
ready to assume the consequences of any international events alone. 
The role of world gendarme is no longer favored by the U.S.A and its 
public. It is worth noting that America is always aiming at working in 
collaboration with other nations, taking shared decisions about what is 
best for the world. On the other hand, the U.S.A under the presidency of 
Barack Obama is supporting diplomatic programs to promote interna-
tional understanding. Indeed, Fitzpatrick states “the Obama adminis-
tration has made significant progress toward the operation of a more 
relational approach to public diplomacy based on principles of dialogue 
and mutuality” (Fitzpatrick, 2011, p. 8). She goes on saying that “the 
new public diplomacy is not promoting policy but is also about involv-
ing and consulting other players in the policy development process” 
(Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.10).

Moreover, the Obama administration acknowledges the impor-
tance of individuals’ participation in prominent international affairs. It 
is also encouraging any tools that facilitate Americans’ communication 
with the citizens of foreign countries. This leads to spreading Ameri-
can ideals and promoting positive images of the United States’ policies. 
Fitzpatrick embraces the same view saying that “America could gain 
the ‘cooperative advantage’ in global affairs by incorporating network 
communication and connective relational strategies into its public di-
plomacy” (Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.13). She carries on to add “[t]he election 
of president Barack Obama signaled a new direction in U.S public diplo-
macy both the new president and new secretary of sate Hillary Clinton 
quickly set a new tone in international relations and made great strikes 
to reset America’s relationships with foreign nation and peoples. The 
guiding principles were mutual respect and understanding” (Fitzpat-
rick, 2011, p. 22).
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It may be noticed that the author of this paper is using the terms 
foreign policy and public diplomacy interchangeably though they are 
two distinct concepts and may not be considered synonymous. Indeed, 
they are not synonymous, but they are closely related, going hand in 
hand and achieving common goals. Accordingly, in the post 9/11 at-
tacks era the U.S faced many challenges. It became clear that America 
is accomplishing its national interests and promoting its favored foreign 
policies through public diplomacy tools. The U.S.A is conducting foreign 
policies through direct outreach and contact with the populations of 
foreign countries. After the dramatic events and the combat operations 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, the U.S.A reconsidered the role of public diplo-
macy in the process of foreign affairs conduct. With the rise and rapid 
evolution of Internet and communications now, the American public di-
plomacy’s direct interaction with the citizens as well as the leaders of 
the foreign countries became easier than ever. The collaborative work 
of American public diplomacy and U.S foreign policy aims at boosting 
a much more positive image of the U.S.A abroad, including its culture, 
values, and policies. The most salient element that leads to public di-
plomacy success is “expanding and strengthening people-to people 
relationships” which “build mutual trust and respect through expanded 
public diplomacy program and platforms” (Fitzpatrick, 2011, p.30).

Fitzpatrick’s claim of building mutual respect via expanded public 
diplomacy platforms compels us to ask many questions: is it possible to 
make the American public communicate with the other publics? If the 
answer is yes, so how? What kind of platforms can be used in order to 
facilitate America’s direct conversations with the citizens of the foreign 
nations? The Internet, as mentioned earlier, plays an important role in 
public diplomacy. Though the Internet is considered as the most recent 
means of communication, emails and different types of chatting sites 
are regarded by the researcher as traditional ways of communicating. 
What is then the best social platform that increases connectedness 
between Americans and the other peoples of foreign countries? Is it 
not conceivable that social media networking platforms like Facebook 
can play a remarkable part in helping U.S public diplomacy respond to 
American foreign policy goals?
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3. Facebook and American Foreign Policy

No one can deny the impact of social media on America and the 
world as a whole. Social media is transforming the world to a planetary 
networked society. Social media’s novelty lies in the fact that it provides 
us with new forms of communication and interaction. It is, on the other 
hand, facilitating political activism. Social media networking has, in-
deed, political ramifications.

Every single individual can get advantage of the prominence of so-
cial media and express his/her ideas and opinions freely. The popularity 
of social media networks is increasing and not only the young genera-
tion is using such networking sites like Facebook, Twitter, Google+…etc, 
but also all the groups and classes of any society are now interested in 
this kind of websites and their participation is increasing beyond rec-
ognition.

In this short academic paper no detailed description and analysis 
of every single social media network is possible. Neither is it convenient 
to talk about their impact worldwide. The researcher is mainly inter-
ested in Facebook and its use by the American foreign policymakers. 
This humble dissertation discusses the role Facebook plays in mak-
ing Americans connected to the rest of the world. Additionally, the re-
searcher will demonstrate how Facebook, as an example of social me-
dia networks, is used to enhance American diplomacy which, in turn, 
plays the role of a facilitator of American foreign policies. As it may 
surprise you, Facebook is used as a new surveillance instrument by the 
United States of America to collect as much information as possible 
about foreign governments and their citizens.

The reader may ask: why Facebook in particular? The reason be-
hind the choice of this particular social media networking site lies in the 
fact that it is one of the most used networking sites in America. On the 
other hand, it is a purely American product, if we can say so, since it is 
the result of American students’ hard work.

Facebook was founded by Mark Zuckerberg and his roommates 
and computer science classmates Eduardo Saverin, Dustin Moskov-
itz, and Chris Hughes. The access to the website was at first restricted 
only to Harvard Students. The site’s membership was expanded later to 
other colleges in the United States. In 2006, the site spread worldwide 
and was open to the general public. Anyone of age 13 and over with an 
email address could have a Facebook account.



484

According to the Guardian Magazine, by the end of 2013 Facebook 
reached 1.23 monthly active users worldwide.1 Based on Pew Research 
Center’s statistics, Facebook is used by 57% of American adults.2 And 
according to Josh Constine (2013), Facebook reached 179 million 
monthly American active users, 128 million daily American users, 142 
million monthly American mobile active users, and 101 million daily 
American mobile active users.3

The main reason behind the creation of such networking site is the 
quest for globalization, making people better understand each other, 
and eliminating any distance barriers that hinder any continuous, long-
lasting, and instantaneous communication. Facebook is indeed a dis-
tance killer. The whole world is transformed into a global village thanks 
to Facebook and many other social media networking sites.

Before talking about how Facebook is used to bolster American 
foreign policy objectives, let us first unveil how Americans understand 
democracy and the means they use in order to stay politically engaged. 
The relationship between Facebook and American democracy is going 
to be tackled afterwards.

Americans educate each other about political issues and can also 
have their common will through regular conversations. This is the per-
fect way through which the American citizens can have effective roles in 
the realm of politics. On the other hand, Americans introduced what we 
call political deliberation in order to talk about issues and discuss their 
consequences to reach a common ground. It can be in a form of forums 
like NIF for National Issues Forum network which involves NIF Institute 
and annual Kettering foundation workshop at Miami University. People 
can, on the other hand, promote their political deliberation by joining 
interest groups. By forming associations, Americans can express their 
opinions, deliberate, defend their interests, and solve problems. These 
associations do not only give the opportunity to the American public to 
deliberate, but they also build bridges between people and their leaders.

If we look at the Facebook platform, we can notice that its applica-
tion and features enable people to get actively involved with dialogues 
through forming groups of common interests. If one has a political 
cause or any other cause, he can form a group and invite many other 

1  http://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2014/feb/04/facebook-in-
numbers-statistics
2 www.pewresearch.org
3 http://techcrunch.com/2013/12/29/facebook-international-user-growth/
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people from his contact list as well as his friends’ contact list to join his 
group. Such groups, that can be considered virtual associations, enable 
people to make their voices heard. When they speak and interact via 
Facebook, they are valued by many other people; thus, these multiple 
voices can make a difference and stop the tyranny of the ones who are 
holding power. 

We can conclude that the American democratic model of forming 
associations to make the government respond to the public preferenc-
es is imposed on the world. Americanness is indeed revealed through 
Facebook. We can vividly notice that the United States is spreading its 
ideals of free speech, democracy, and communication action through 
associations using Facebook. Netchitailova (2012) confirms one’s ar-
gument by saying “online social networks should be autonomous spac-
es, where people should be free to express themselves as they want, 
and that privacy, as we know it, is undergoing important transition. The 
main emphasis in this approach to privacy is on sharing. The idea be-
hind is that online social networks such as Facebook allow for greater 
transparency and cooperation, thus leading to increased democracy.”

Among U.S constant foreign policy goals one can find promoting 
democracy and helping other countries to have a more democratic gov-
ernment. Accordingly, Facebook is playing a plausible role in achieving 
the former goal. This social media networking site is not only a means 
of socializing among people, it is also a democracy promoter. The use 
of Facebook tools to organize protests in the Arab world is a plain ex-
ample of how a simple networking site can cause political upheavals 
and drastic changes in any country’s political arena on one hand, en-
hance democracy, on the other hand. To bring an end to the longtime 
governments in Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and many other Arab countries, 
activists used Facebook to organize and publicize protests, leading to 
what is called the “Arab Spring.” Facebook played a major role in shap-
ing opinion and mobilizations. It was a true vehicle for political change. 
What confirms one’s claim is the statement made by Rosen (2011) in 
her article “So, was Facebook responsible for the Arab Spring after all?” 
that “Facebook and elsewhere online is where people saw and shared 
horrifying videos and photographs of state brutality that inspired them 
to rebel. Second, these sites are where people found out the basic lo-
gistic of the protests- where to go and when to show up.”4

4 http://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2011/09/so-was-facebook-
responsible-for-the-arab-spring-after-all/244314/
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If we go back to our discussion of the modern American public 
diplomacy and the new characteristics it started to have, isn’t it rea-
sonable to say that Facebook meets the new exigencies of American 
public diplomacy, making it the most important part of U.S foreign pol-
icy implementation? Facebook is one of the quickest tools of modern 
public diplomacy. The advantage of Facebook provides the possibility to 
reach foreign citizens in near-real time. This social media networking 
platform is a fertile land for increased engagement, conversation, and 
interaction; consequently, the goals of American public diplomacy are 
furthered. American embassies do have accounts on Facebook, often 
an account for the ambassador and another one for the embassy. In-
deed, the State Department and its embassies now have 290 Facabook 
pages with more that 15 million followers.5 Facebook goes along with 
American public diplomacy. It helps public diplomacy influence foreign 
publics, promoting positive images of the U.S A, and constructing sup-
port for its policies. As a way of example, thanks to Facebook, Ambassa-
dor Robert Ford had the possibility to keep in touch with Syrian citizens 
after the evacuation of its embassy staff from Syria. The Ambassador 
was able to follow events on the ground and influence Syrian citizens 
via Facebook. He succeeded to engage Syrian citizens and bloggers in 
interactions and conversations. These people were referred to later as 
“Syrian electronic army.”6

Another example of a highly praised e-diplomacy accomplishment 
is the opening of a “Virtual embassy” for Iran. It is a website that aims 
at giving information and services to Iranians in spite of the absence of 
diplomatic relations between both countries. In fact, secretary of Sate, 
Hillary Clinton “calls it a vehicle for Americans and Iranians to commu-
nicate without fear.”7 Iranians as well as Americans are encouraged to 
add comments and criticism using links to State Department Facebook 
accounts provided on the virtual embassy website.

Both cases indicate that American public diplomacy often uses 
Facebook for the sake of enabling the United Sates of America to im-
plement its favored foreign policies. Not only does Facebook lessen 
animosity toward the U.S.A, it also makes public diplomacy success-
fully respond to the modern international challenges, securing Ameri-

5 http://talkingpoliticsjomc.wordpress.com/2013/01/31/public-diplomacy-2-0/
6 http://talkingpoliticsjomc.wordpress.com/2013/01/31/public-diplomacy-2-0/
7http://www.voanews.com/content/us-opens-virtual-embassy-for-
iran-135129423/173325.html
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can interests abroad. Facebook and many other social media platforms 
led to the emergence of network thinking in world relations, altering 
American multilateral diplomacy from a closed system to an open one.

4. Surveillance in the United Sates of America and Facebook

Mass surveillance in the United States of America is not new. It 
dates from wartime monitoring and examination of worldwide com-
munications. For example, during both World Wars of the 20th century 
every single international mail that was transmitted via either postal 
services or companies like Western Union and International Telephone 
and Telegraph was viewed and examined by the U.S armed forces. The 
war Department and the Office of Censorship in the Second World War 
carefully watched every kind of communication between the U.S.A and 
other foreign countries. As a matter of fact, all letters that crossed U.S 
borders or international ones were inspected to collect important data. 
After the World Wars programs like the Black Chamber and SHAMROCK 
project sustained the U.S surveillance system. On the other hand, in-
telligence agencies like Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) and National Security Agency (NSA) were 
formed to “institutionalize American surveillance.” In the second half 
of the 1940s, a global spy network called ECHELON was created by the 
United States of America, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand and supervised by the NSA to record all forms of satellite 
and electronic communications, giving birth to what is called electronic 
or digital surveillance.8

What is, then, electronic surveillance? The new surveillance has 
been defined by many scholars. The first definition by Markx (2002) 
suggests that electronic surveillance is the fact of using technical in-
struments to collect personal data which can be extracted from indi-
viduals or contexts. Another definition given by Clarke (1988) state that 
digital surveillance is the systematic monitoring of people’s conversa-
tions and actions using information technology. A different definition 
provided by Lyon (1994) stresses the ways computer databases are 
utilized to gather and process personal data of different categories of 
populations. More importantly, Castells (2001) sees digital surveillance 
as a “technology of control” (as cited in Fuchs, Boersema, Albrecht-
slund, and Sandoval, 2012, p.1, 2).

8 www.usit.uio.no/.../mass-surveillance-in-the-us.pdf
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What is clear is that all the definitions mentioned above do agree 
that digital surveillance is all about storing and mining personal infor-
mation about individuals’ actions and communications. The Internet 
intensifies surveillance on one hand, and “enables a globally networked 
form of surveillance,” on the other hand (Fuchs et al., 2012, p.3). In-
deed, the Internet provides surveillance with two important aspects: 
“global interaction and networking” (Fuchs et al., 2012, p.3).

Computerized digital surveillance which mainly aims at protect-
ing America’s national security has been reinforced after the terrorist 
attacks of September 11th, 2001, as well as after the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. The measures taken to gather as much information as 
possible of potential attacks were part of the U.S war on terror. In fact, 
Carqueville and Murfet (2014) confirm this in their article “Big Power 
Data” by saying:

The 911 attacks had a transformative effect on the landscape of U.S 
intelligence agencies. It became a focus for them to do a better job 
of ‘connecting dots’ in order to prevent future attacks. Since terror-
ists live among ordinary citizens, and use the same communication 
and transportation networks, these dots can be hard to see against 
the background. This is why the NSA believes that, in order to prevent 
future attacks, it must collect all communications in order to find the 
relevant pieces of data and understand the links between them (p.2).

Such Data used to be retrieved from personal emails and many other 
sites; this was done successfully thanks to the different U.S surveil-
lance programs mentioned earlier. Now information about terrorists 
and their movements is reached through social media networks. Pri-
vate network Companies like Facebook enable a better collection of us-
ers’ personal data; digital surveillance becomes, therefore, known as 
dataveillance. 

Facebook’s features and applications developed in a way that data 
about suspected terrorists can be easily accessed and collected. Their 
profiles are not of genuine import because in most cases they create 
fake accounts on Facebook. What is really important is the content 
that these terrorists share with their counterparts. To detect terror-
ists’ activities, U.S law enforcement agents create fake Facebook ac-
counts.9 Or, simply, U.S government directly accesses social media 

9 http://counsellingresource.com/features/2010/03/16/growing-fbi-surveil-
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networking sites’ data. What confirms one’s line of reasoning is The 
Guardian’s online newspaper article “Microsoft, Facebook, and Yahoo 
Release U.S Surveillance Requests” by stating, “[t]ens of thousands of 
accounts associated with costumers of Microsoft, google, Facebook 
and yahoo have their data turned over to U.S government authorities 
every six months as the result of secret court orders, the tech giants 
disclosed for the first time.” The Guardian magazine adds in the same 
article: “Facebook disclosed that during the first half of 2013, it turned 
over content data from between 5000 accounts – a rise of about 1000 
from the previous six month period – and customer metadata associ-
ated with up to 999 accounts.”10 Carqueville and Murfet (2014) add on 
the same topic, “[t]he data from popular services provided by Google, 
Facebook, Microsoft, Apple and Yahoo is being constantly siphoned off 
by the NSA. This sort of access is achieved in more than way, and at 
worldwide scale.” (p. 2).

There is a good deal of evidence that Facebook participated in the 
National Security Agency Surveillance program that is called PRISM, 
though Facebook’s CEO Mark Zuckerburg denies any interventions of 
its networking site in such programs. Indeed, on 6 June 2013, Edward 
Snwoden, the former employee of the Central Intelligence Agency and 
former contractor for the National Security Agency, leaked important 
documents about the global surveillance program “PRISM” to the 
Washington Post and The Guardian. The documents confirmed the par-
ticipation of several technology companies in the surveillance program, 
including Facebook that became part of it in 2009. Here are two slides 
of the leaked PowerPoint document that confirm Facebook’s participa-
tion in the dataveillance program, PRISM.

lance-of-social-networking-sites/
10http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/03/microsoft-facebook-
google-yahoo-fisa-surveillance-requests
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Slide listing companies and date that PRISM collection began. 
Source: https://www.google.dz/search?q=Prism

Details of information collected via PRISM. 
Source: https://www.google.dz/search?q=Prism
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Not only is Facebook one of the U.S surveillance tools, it engages 
also in what is now called Economic surveillance. It is permanently en-
gaging in the surveillance of users’ information and sells it to adver-
tisement companies which create targeted advertising for Facebook 
users. Fuchs (2013) confirms Facebook’s economic surveillance by 
stating, “[s]urveillance on Facebook is not only an interpersonal pro-
cess, where users view data about individuals that might benefit or 
harm the latter, it is primarily economic surveillance IE, the collection, 
storage, assessment, and commodification of personal data, user 
behavior, and user-generated data, for economic purposes” (p. 36).

You may ask, how? Facebook stores every single datum about 
its users. First, Facebook gathers information about the users’ inter-
ests through the already uploaded personal data. Then Facebook, as 
mentioned earlier, enables its users to join interest groups and en-
courages them to upload and share personal content data with their 
friends. While opening a Facebook account, you are asked to give your 
first name as well as your family name, your email address, and date 
of birth. If you are a student, you are asked to deliver details related 
to your school or university. If you work already, you are asked not 
only to give information about your school and diplomas, but you are 
also required to give data about your job and job history; as if you 
are constituting an online curriculum vitae accessed by everyone or 
your friends only, depending on your privacy settings. And, of course, 
your interests and preferences concerning music, movies, and your 
political attitudes are also parts of your profile. Facebook stores all 
this information like: type of computer, used browser, data about 
the usage of Facebook applications, data about behavior on other 
websites, and so on (Fuchs 2013, p.58). In the next step, Facebook 
classifies all these data into consumer groups. Facebook, in the third 
step, compares the interests of the users with the available adver-
tisements, and the ads that match given interests are presented to 
the Facebook users. So, your personal data go through three main 
steps: identification, classification, and assessment (Fucks, 2013, p. 
58). For example, Facebook may use your interest in cooking to show 
you advertisement for cooking products and equipment. Indeed, 
Christian Fuchs arguably states that “Facebook commodifies and 
trades user data and user behavior data. It does not make the world 
a better place, it makes the world a more commercialized place, a big 
shopping mall without exit. It makes the world only a better place for 
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companies interested in advertising, not for users.”11 Netchitailova 
(2012) takes the same stand by stating, 

Almost everything on Facebook is a means to harvest data about 
its users and therefore, Facebook is much more complicated than 
a wonderful tool to stay in touch with people. It is also a powerful 
advertising machine, a sophisticated business model, and the ex-
change on Facebook is two sided. We get a tool to communicate 
with our friends, while in exchange we provide information about 
ourselves, which can be used by the government, advertising agen-
cies, market research companies and Facebook itself.

We can conclude that Facebook is a giant economic and political 
surveillance system that provides the United States of America not only 
with information about suspected terrorists, but also it promotes the 
business of various companies by giving them data about Facebook  
users’ interests and adjusting the companies’ advertisements to the 
users’ interests. Facebook is, indeed, a modern surveillance instrument 
that the U.S.A is using constantly. Facebook’s features and applica-
tions are developing continuously to enable a successful and global 
American digital surveillance. Whether we accept it or not, we are be-
ing watched by the U.S.A under the supervision of Facebook. American 
surveillance is firmly anchored into our lives by means of Facebook and 
many other electronic networking channels.

Conclusion

Many conclusions can be drawn from the previous discussions of 
this paper. The researcher explored the complex relationship between 
American foreign policy and public diplomacy. One of the prominent ar-
guments that has been set forth in this paper is that public diplomacy 
and American foreign policy after 9/11 attacks started to recognize the 
importance of working in collaboration, adjusting their recourses to the 
new challenges of the information age. 

Social media platforms, which are considered as one of the most 
important results of the high tech revolution, began to play a signifi-
cant role in the American conduct of foreign affairs. Facebook, which 

11 fuchs.uti.at/wp-content/uploads/polec_FB.pdf
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is one of the most important social media networking platforms, has 
been the case study of this paper. It can be inferred from the previ-
ous analysis that Facebook is a modern instrument to make public di-
plomacy respond to the new challenges of American foreign policy. In 
addition, Facebook is a miniature version of American democracy. The 
way Facebook has been designed and its applications make users from 
different parts of the globe unintentionally embrace American ideals of 
free speech, and joining interest groups for political change.

Facebook plays an important part in the American surveillance system. 
Through this networking site the United Sates of America can be informed in 
advance about what other countries plan to do. The dramatic events of 9/11 
have compelled the U.S.A to find another way to collect as much information 
as possible about the world and the Arab world in particular. Facebook is, 
consequently, a tool par excellence to understand the Arab mindset, espe-
cially the young generation. In other words, the U.S.A aims at avoiding an-
other 9/11 by using Facebook as an information gatherer.

Economic surveillance, which is collecting Facebook users’ per-
sonal data and selling them to advertising companies, is helping the 
American economy boom and flourish. According to Netchitailova 
(2012) “Facebook is first of all a capitalist organization, whose main 
drive is profit.” As a matter of fact it is worth noting that the world’s oil 
is in danger. The shortage in this natural resource will hinder American 
economic success and prosperity. Therefore, the U.S.A is looking for 
other alternatives to get rid of its dependence on the black gold. What 
we call “big data” is the future U.S oil and Facebook is one of the most 
salient big data collectors. To draw it clearer, the big data gathered 
from Facebook is the most recent avenue for productivity, prosperity, 
and enterprise. Facebook is indeed the recent global marketplace; ac-
cording to CompSec, “[b]ig data has matured into a multibillion-dollar 
industry that is turning the data storage and analytics industry upside 
down. The technology emerged from the large web companies, who 
collect hundreds of terabytes daily and store that information to be 
monetized in some way or another. The overall philosophy is to store 
whatever data available and its use will be figured out later. Facebook, 
for example, collects 500 terabytes of data per day, which comes to 
183 petabytes per year.”12 Facebook is not a product; WE are the prod-
uct. Facebook, on the other hand, is a modern American instrument to 
dominate the world politically, socially, and economically.

12 www.seamicro.com/sites/default/files/CompSec.pdf
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