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Abstract
This is the second of three papers in a seriesGldwWork paper New Digital Media, Social
Institutions and the Changing Roles of Youth" dslirgo issues relating to NDM and development
as they manifest in an individual's engagement wsaitial institutions such as school and civic
engagement; the GoodWork paper "Developing MindsRigital Media: Habits of Mind in the
YouTube Era" explores youth and development, agthlate to cognitive traits such as memory,
literacy, judgment and multitasking . Togetheed# three papers provide a comprehensive
perspective on cognition and social behaviors latian to new digital media.

New digital media pervade all aspects of youthwaldives. Young people create personal
profiles on social network sites like MySpace aagdbook, use their cell phones to talk and text
at a dizzying pace throughout the day, and upl@maddmade videos to sites like YouTube.
These activities have caught the attention of nahujts, including parents, educators, and
researchers, who wonder if today’s young peopledaveloping differently than “pre-digital”
generations. In this paper, we consider the relatigp between youth’s new media activities and
their developing conceptions of selfhood, familydaeer relationships. We are primarily
concerned with identifying the ways in which youide new media to express and understand
themselves and fulfill their roles as family mensydriends, and romantic partners. In so doing,
we argue that youth’s new media activities satigpjcal developmental and social needs. At the
same time, we suggest that these activities mahaping new conceptions of selfhood, family,
and peer relationships. With respect to selfhoagcantemplate the extent to which childhood
creativity and self-exploration may be influencegdtie scaffolds and constraints built into many
online games. Similarly, we speculate about theachthat new digital media activities have on
adolescents’ experiences of self-fragmentationegaicentrism. In the realm of family life, we
explore the ways in which the Internet, cell phorae®l other new media technologies are
altering family rituals and power dynamics. Finallye examine youth’s use of new digital
media to form, maintain, and terminate friendshipsantic relationships, and peer groups. We
claim that these peer interactions are complichietthe instantaneous, constant, and public
nature of youth’s new media communications.
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INTRODUCTION

New digital media pervade the lives of young peaple way they did not just ten years ago. In
1997, 51% of U.S. households with children age§ §elars owned a computer (Newburger,
1999). By 2008, 93% of households with children edat least one desktop or laptop
computer, while 58% owned two or more (Kennedy,t8nwWells, & Wellman, 2008). In
addition, 94% of households now have at least osmlper who goes online regularly, and 66%
have a home broadband connection. Young peoplezajsy using smaller gadgets like cell
phones and iPods. In 2006, 63% of youth ages 1y=ai& personally owned a cell phone and
51% owned an iPod or MP3 player (Rankin MacgilQ2pD

Parents, educators, and researchers are scrartwkegp up with this rapid pace of new digital
media adoption. We watch young people create palgwvafiles on social network sites like
MySpace and Facebook, use their cell phones tatalkext at a dizzying pace throughout the
day, and upload homemade videos to sites like YbaTAlthough adults engage in many of the
same activities, we nevertheless marvel at theywath seem to take for granted the presence of
new digital media in their lives. We recall our owacebook-less, cell phone-less childhoods
and wonder if youth today are fundamentally différieom the youth of earlier generations.
Indeed, we have even created terms like “digitéivea” and “the Net Generation” to signal our
belief that today’s young people are a new breenvéver, while we sense that something is
different about today’s youth, we do not know psety where the difference lies or whether it is
good, bad, or mixed.

Though the pervasiveness of cell phones and soefalork sites is a relatively new
phenomenon in the United States, researchers lir@aslya begun to investigate the role that
these and other new media play in youth’s liveghis paper, we draw on a broad range of this
work to consider the relationship between youtle® media activities and their developing
conceptions of selfhood, family, and peer relatios. We examine these spheres of social life
in three separate sections. We are primarily comzkwith identifying the ways in which youth
use new media to express and understand themseladslfill their roles as family members,
friends, and romantic partners. In so doing, wa@aplate how youth’s new media activities
may be shaping new conceptions of selfhood, faraitg peer relationships.

Our analysis is situated in a particular discipiniamework. We are interested in exploring
youth’s new media use from a social cognitive pecspe and in the context of human
development. The field of social cognition is camegl with the ways in which individuals
construct their social reality (Markus & Zajonc,8H). This disciplinary lens recognizes that
external social situations and internal cognitivecesses interact with each other to create
individuals’ experience of social reality. With pest to young people, this interaction takes
place in the context of human development. Thagpigal eight year-old, eighteen year-old, and
twenty-eight year-old are likely to interpret agivsocial situation in different ways due to their
varying levels of experience and cognitive maturity

This paper contributes to the broader discussiooohg people’s new media use in two
important ways. First, we use our social cognitiwel developmental lenses to consider the
motivations behind certain new digital media atigg across different ages and social contexts.
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For instance, we explore the impetus behind chifdrengagement in virtual worlds like

Neopets and adolescents’ enjoyment of social nétwsibes like Facebook and MySpace. We see
that many of these new digital media activitiess$atcertain developmental imperatives, such as
identity exploration and friendship formation thgtureciprocal self-disclosure. Second, our
theoretical perspective allows us to identify wisatew, particularly when we consider the
distinct features of new digital media and comghem to their “old media” equivalents. In

many cases, we find instances of magnificationt ihaew media allow for greater self-
disclosure, increased intimacy in friendships, hedhtened parental monitoring. We also see
entirely new behaviors, such as individuals whoregp themselves through diverse digital
persona simultaneously, and family members whacaBgphones and the Internet to stay
connected throughout the day. We speculate abewgxtent to which these magnified and new
behaviors may be changing young people’s experiefhself, family, and friendship.

Our analysis takes place within a particular hisedrand cultural context. Thus, when we
discuss changes to self-conceptions, peer interastand the parent-child relationship during
adolescence, we do so with the understanding twéscence was not widely recognized as a
distinct developmental stage in the social sciencet the writings of G. Stanley Hall (1904) at
the turn of the twentieth century (Modell & Goodmaf90). Indeed, the term “teenager” was
introduced specifically in the United States assult of market research in the 1950s, and in
many parts of the world today, “youth” is not redga as a discrete category of individuals
(Buckingham, 2007). Similarly, when we discuss adoénts’ search for autonomy and the
centrality of peer relationships in this processs important to note that these are relatively
recent phenomena and distinctly American.

Several additional distinctions are warranted.tFire claims we make about youth and new
digital media may not apply to cultural contextydied the United States, where social
structures and patterns of media use may be qiffikeecht. Secondly, potential cohort effects
should also be acknowledged. Individuals born enttleenty-first century may use the new
digital media in ways that differ markedly from tyds adolescents, who certainly engage with
new digital media differently than adolescentsenf years ago. A third distinction relates to the
differing levels of expertise among individuals wérmgage with new digital media. Someone
who possesses the knowledge to design and progparsanal website may approach online
self-expression and peer interactions in a diffeveay than someone whose new digital media
expertise is more limited.

Lastly, we explore in this paper the interactiotwsen individuals’ developmental level and
their new digital media activities. While age sexras a useful proxy for developmental level, it
is important to note that age and developmental lake not synonymous. Development
proceeds at different paces for different individud hus, despite their different ages, it is quite
possible for a sixteen year-old and a twenty-tlyesr-old to construct similar self-conceptions.
We acknowledge that our claims are likely compkdaby these and other factors. However,
detailed analysis of the interactions between agpreental level, on the one hand, and age,
expertise, cultural context, and cohort effectstenother, is beyond the scope of this paper. Our
primary purpose is to explore more broadly theti@ighips among social cognition,
development, and new digital media use.
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PART ONE: SELF

The self is constructed and expressed in multi@gsaduring the course of human development.
In this section, we apply a social cognitive lem&xamine how individuals at different ages and
stages of development use the Internet for selfesgon and exploration. We draw on
traditional accounts of self-development to show iee impetus behind certain online self-
expressions can be illuminated by placing themade\zelopmental context. Making comparisons
between old and new media, we also consider tlenetad which distinct features of the latter
may be reshaping the way individuals develop aesehself.

|. Childhood

During the course of human development, from infathcough adulthood, the self exists as a
dynamic construct that alters with changing cogaigapacities and social relationships. Before
children learn to communicate through languager gense of self is largely limited to their
physical movements and sensations (Harter, 1999)héir language skills develop, children
begin to think about themselves as individuals wkigt across time and in relation to others.
Young children describe themselves using concodtservable characteristics, such as physical
attributes (hair color), possessions (toys), emmstihappy), and specific skills (counting to 100).

The period of middle and late childhood correspandsrikson’s (1968) Industry versus
Inferiority stage of psychosocial development. Actiog to Erikson, school-age children begin

to focus on what they can do and create, and tbsgribe themselves in terms of their
competencies. By late childhood, these competelheiesme more interpersonal in nature, since
friendships assume a growing importance in childréwes. As children spend increasing
amounts of time with their peers, they begin toleai® themselves in relation to others (Harter,
1999). Social comparison requires specific cogaitiapacities that do not usually emerge before
middle to late childhood. Children’s progressiorsth higher order thinking typically occurs
through a process of scaffolding, whereby individuaceive social or technical support that
matches their skill level (Vygotsky, 1978).

Children Online

Today, children’s developing sense of self takes@ln online as well as offline contexts.
Children engage with new digital media in manyefént ways, including participation in
multiplayer virtual worlds such as Neopets. Founmet©99 by two college students in Britain
and bought by Viacom in 2005, Neopets is a mulglavirtual world where children create (or
adopt) and care for their own virtual pet (Ito &ndp 2006). The vast majority of Neopets users
are under the age of 18, and there is now a Nedpegeared to children under the age of 8. As
of this writing, the Neopets website showed ovel dtllion individual owners of Neopets and
over 235 million Neopets living on the planet Neopi

The types of self-expression that the Neopets webspports and encourages are aligned with
children’s social interests and cognitive capasitiehe first task facing new users is the selection
of a Neopet from a variety of creature templatesxtNusers name their Neopet and decide what
color it should be, where it should live, and ike$ and dislikes. They can then begin to play
games and perform certain tasks on planet Neopano Neopoints, which they use to buy food,
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toys, and books for their Neopet and furnituretf@ir Neohome. These concrete activities are
well-suited to children’s concrete ways of thinkifAghey also satisfy children’s need to
demonstrate, measure, and monitor their competgrievisiting their user and pet profiles,
children can easily see a summary of their Neoetadth, Neopoints earned, trophies won, and
items accumulated. Moreover, since other useryvieanthis information as well, the Neopets
platform makes it possible for children to comptdreir progress with other users. They can also
choose to create galleries for the purpose of ayspd their possessions to the wider Neopets
community. Neopets encourages such social compainsother ways, as well. The site hosts
competitions for the best gallery, duels betweaygris in the Battledome, and art and poetry
competitions.

Many of the features that children take advantdge wrtual worlds like Neopets are available
to them offline as well. For instance, they campldig their skills during a game of kickball or
freeze tag on the playground; compare sticker aselmll card collections with each other
during recess; and compete against each otherimrsing, basketball, and dance competitions.
Yet, certain features distinguish sites like Nesgeim these offline pursuits. First, the
competencies required to participate in Neopetsiatenct from the skills required to play a
game of kickball on the playground. A child mayseed in the latter by displaying effective
eye-to-foot coordination, whereas success in Nesompely draw on the ability to make savvy
economic investments in Neopian stocks (Ito & Ha2806). Second, in contrast to the
messiness of the offline world, Neopets providessisvith clear and quantifiable feedback.
Whereas disputes may arise on the playground okeroan run the fastest or jump the farthest,
no such ambiguity exists on the planet Neopia. Gzienies are easily measured and
comparisons readily made. We do not yet know hanalous on alternate competencies or the
ease of quantification and comparison may impaitdren’s social development. Whether the
impact is good, bad, or mixed, it seems likely @aew social context for self-evaluation arises
when new competencies are introduced and when aitpig traded for precision.

Finally, Neopets also provides children with a onszed experience that they control. They
choose destinations to visit, contests to entet,games to play. With each game, players
advance at their own pace through incrementallpdridevels of difficulty. This individualized
support ensures that their skill level matchegak& at hand. While scaffolding contributes
positively to cognitive growth (Vygotsky, 1978), wle not yet know how such well-calibrated
scaffolds contribute to children’s developing seofself. Importantly, customization and
control do not amount to complete freedom. Childaemnecessarily bound by the rules of each
game and the constraints of movement around theavivorld that the designers have built into
the software. It is germane to consider whethddbbbod creativity and self-exploration are
supported, compromised, or unaffected by the skisffland constraints of online games.

Il. Adolescence

Adolescence marks an important stage in the dew@opof one’s sense of self. Erikson (1968)
described adolescence as a period of identity dpwetnt, where individuals reexamine their
childhood identifications and begin actively to template such questions as “Who am 1? How
do | fit into society?” Erikson claimed that adalests require a psychosocial moratorium, or a
“time out,” during which they are free to contentpland try on a variety of different roles.
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According to Erikson, individuals use this procetself-reflection and experimentation to
construct a personal identity of beliefs, valuesl goals that makes sense to them and is
recognized by others. Feedback, particularly fra@rp, plays a central role in identity
development. Indeed, Erikson argued that one’stikyesioes not coalesce until it is
acknowledged by other people.

Adolescents Online

Online spaces such as Facebddkyrld of Warcraftand YouTube provide adolescents with new
contexts to explore their identities and evaludabexs’ responses. Originally created by a
Harvard student as a means to foster online simtexlaction among college students, Facebook
has become one of the most popular social netwta& among high school students, college
students, and young adults. On Facebook, individdaadate a user profile and link to people they
know. The act of creating and customizing a puplfile gives individuals the opportunity to
test out aspects of themselves and receive feedbattieir self-expressions. By posting lists of
favorite music, books, television shows, and mgwasswell as personality quizzes, poems,
relationship status, and political leanings, admess construct a specific identity to which
others may respond (boyd, 2007; Stern, 2004). M@edahey can choose to create and maintain
multiple profiles at once, either on the same do@éavork site or across a variety of different
sites. These profiles might be slightly differehades of the same self, or, alternatively, they
could reflect selves that share few common traits.

Many social network sites like Facebook now giwividuals the option to maintain a blog on
their profile page. Indeed, sites like LiveJouraatl Xanga position blogging as their primary
raison d’étre. Often compared to handwritten d&grdogs are “frequently modified web pages
in which dated entries are listed in reverse chiamgioal sequence” (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, &
Wright, 2004, p.1). Although many well-known blog®vide political commentary, most
people use their blogs fpersonal expressido record and reflect on their daily experiences
(Bell, 2007; Lenhart & Fox, 2006). Blogs give adsdlents a space online to write about and
reflect on their emerging beliefs, values, goaisl desired role in society (Buckingham, 2007;
Stern, 2007). In this way, they may serve as tyetgssocial moratorium, or “time out,” that
Erikson (1968) argued adolescents need to engdlgenfithe process of identity exploration.

Participating in massively multiplayer online rqgi&ying games (MMORGS) and other virtual
worlds offers adolescents another avenue for sglfession online. With MMORGs liké/orld

of Warcraftand virtual worlds likeéSecond Lifeplayers inhabit and explore virtual spaces and
engage in various forms of social interaction vighow participants. I'World of Warcraft
players advance through the game by working wighnlembers of their guild to defeat
increasingly formidable monsteiSecond Lifenore closely resembles “real life” as “residents”
buy real estate, build homes, and participate ily dativities such as visiting a museum,
attending a music concert, or shopping for a newdvede. Despite their differences, b&ttorld
of WarcraftandSecond Lifeequire participants to create avatars, or graphe@presentations of
their online persona. The flexibility of the softveaallows individuals to create online persona
that bear little resemblance to their offline appeae. Thus, adolescents can experiment with
their gender, race, age, and physical skills.
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It is also possible to experiment with one’s setgentation on video-sharing sites like
YouTube. Bought in 2006 by Google, YouTube is aygapwebsite that allows users to upload
and share video content easily and with no findmcipense. In addition to uploading their own
content to the site, users can view, rate, and cemhion other users’ videos. While physical
characteristics like race and age may not be asteasanipulate with video, individuals can
nevertheless create an array of selves with thelseative camera work, costumes, and
editing. By uploading their personal videos to Yab#, they can share these selves with a
potentially large audience. Some adolescents megigive comments from viewers and use this
feedback to shape future self-representations.

The identity experiments open to adolescents ofntieenet have several offline parallels.
Uploading pictures and poems on one’s Faceboolgisfsimilar to decorating a school locker
or binder. Inserting a playlist of favorite songght be considered the online equivalent of
making a mix tape. Indeed, offline role-playing gemtikeDungeons and Dragordirectly

inspired many of the MMORGsSs, such\&®rld of WarcraftandUItima Online.Despite these
commonalities, several features of the new digitatlia distinguish individuals’ online self-
expressions from their offline expressions. Fotanse, the flexibility of the new digital media
software appears to give individuals greater ldétin the way they carry out their identity
experiments. While one’s physical appearance igdif to alter offline, the deliberate act of
constructing a self online means that individuals easily manipulate their physical
characteristics in myriad ways. Such manipulati@y seem particularly appealing in a context
of spatial and temporal distance from one’s audietite absence of visual and auditory cues,
and the perception of anonymity. Moreover, Turkl®99) points out that the selves one
constructs online can be expressed simultaneofgdgrson might sit down at her computer and
enterWorld of Warcraftas a warriorSecond Lifas a housing developer, and Facebook as an 18
year-old high school student, all at the same tidespite the ease of self-manipulation online,
Willett (2007) points out that the identities youmgople create online are shaped in large part by
their participation in consumer culture.

These distinguishing characteristics of the nevitalignedia may interact in important ways with
adolescents’ developing sense of self. As indivisln@ake the transition from childhood to
adolescence, they develop the capacity for abgstiaaght. While abstract thought represents a
cognitive advance, it nevertheless introduces itectaallenges to individuals’ emerging sense of
self (Harter, 1999). For instance, as young adelatscstart to experience an increasing number
of social contexts, it is common for them to comstra variety of self-concepts. However, due to
the cognitive constraints that characterize eatblescence, the multiple selves they construct
tend to remain compartmentalized, or fragmentedsTh boy who views himself as easygoing,
friendly, and popular with friends, may perceivenkelf to be stubborn, sullen, and quiet when
in the company of his parents. Given the flexipiof new digital media, opportunities for self-
fragmentation seem to be magnified online. Thitestd affairs may have particular implications
for young adolescents who have not yet developedadlgnitive capacity to integrate their
different self-concepts. Whereas an older adolésmeadult might be able to draw connections
among their multiple selves on- and offline, a ygemadolescent may find it difficult to achieve
the same degree of coherence. Social networklgiteBacebook emerge as a possible antidote
to this sense of fragmentation. By serving as a tyfponline repository for youth’s various

digital presences, these sites may actually hedteadents achieve a sense of coherence online.
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The typically underdeveloped quality of adolescealtstract thought processes also accounts
for the two forms of adolescent ego-centrism déscriby Elkind (1967). The “imaginary
audience” they construct in their minds gives thieemimpression that everyone is watching and
judging their every move, because they assumdhbatpreoccupations are shared by others.
The “personal fable” results from the same imprap#erentiation between self and other, but it
involves adolescents’ belief in their personal ueigess. They construct a narrative, or “fable,”
about themselves in which their thoughts and egpeds are special and distinct from others’
thoughts and experiences. Some scholars of adalkedeeelopment suggest that peer interaction
can help adolescents to overcome their ego-cen{fsmmh & Hart, 1999; Youniss & Smollar,
1985). By sharing their thoughts, feelings, andegigmces with their peers, adolescents may
come to realize that they are neither as uniqukegshad imagined, nor are they the focus of
everyone's attention. An interesting question toseder is whether online activities help or
hinder adolescents from overcoming their ego-cemtrit may be that the self-focus involved in
constructing and managing one’s identity onlinenpotes ego-centrism. On the other hand, the
ability to read about the thoughts and feelingstbérs through participation in online journaling
communities like LiveJournal and Xanga may helplest®ents overcome egocentric thinking by
showing them that their own thoughts and feelingsshared by others.

Typically, adolescent ego-centrism starts to re¢ederds the end of this developmental period
(Harter, 1999). During late adolescence, individuagin to imagine their “possible selves” as
they consider the roles they might adopt in theatles society (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Instead
of focusing on who they are at this moment, oldiyl@scents begin to think of who they might
become in the future. The construction of posssblees is shaped by an individual's social
context and the possibilities for being she peritherein. Online contexts provide individuals
with the opportunity to interact with more peopfevarying ages, expertise, and life experiences
(Ito et al., 2008). In this way, they may providi&escents with a richer palette with which to
formulate their possible selves.

1. Adulthood

Erikson’s (1968) psychoanalytic approach to idgrdévelopment is an essentialist one that
assumes that individuals construct identities lstt with some amount of tinkering, for long
periods of time. In contrast, Goffman (1959) andhBglic interactionists such as Cooley (1902)
and Mead (1934) describe the self as more malled@bley argue that the self, as a product of
social interactions, changes with changing contédtsording to Goffman’s dramaturgic
analysis of social life, the self is the produdit the cause, of a scene that a performer creates f
the benefit of an audience. As a “collaborative ufacture” between performer and audience,
the self is reconstructed with each new audienca.dimilar manner, Cooley’s description of the
“looking-glass self” and Mead’s account of the “gealized other” underscore the contingent
nature of the self and its perpetual reliance amesdeedback and interpretation.

Adults Online

In a world where one’s identity is forever beingistvucted and revised in the context of
changing social relationships, it is perhaps noprssing that many adults engage in the same
kinds of online self-expressions as adolescentsltddtarted to join Facebook when it opened
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its site in 2006 to people not yet or no longecatiege. It is unlikely that a 31 year-old computer
programmer uses Facebook in quite the same waylayear-old middle school student. The
former may be more concerned with creating a psidesl-looking profile suitable for
maintaining business contacts, while the latter traynore interested in creating a profile that
conveys an image of rebelliousness to impressrigdis. Still, both profiles will likely include
lists of favorite music, books, television showsg anovies. In a similar manner, adults as well
as adolescents maintain personal blogs, and, wiag well-known political blogs are written

by adults, most adults blog primarily about thailylexperiences (Lenhart & Fox, 2006). Thus,
contrary to what some people may believe, onlit®gpection is not limited to angst-filled
adolescents. Finally, virtual worlds like SeconéeLmake it possible for adults to create online
persona that have little or no foundation in tludiline experience. Indeed, some people
maintain completely different homes, professioms] marriages in Second Life than they do in
their “real life” (Kugel, 2007). While adults andyng people engage in many of the same types
of self-expressions online, it is likely that diféeces in cognitive abilities and social interacsio
lead each group to experience their online selvelstinct ways. It may be that children,
adolescents, and adults experience distinct beraidl drawbacks from their online self-
expressions. This possibility strikes us as affrli@rea for future research.

Summary

By placing individuals’ new digital media activisien a developmental context, we can gain
insight into their motivations for engaging in @ntforms of online self-expression. For
instance, the concrete forms of self-representaimhevaluation available on Neopets are well-
suited to children’s concrete ways of thinking. Bamy, the flexibility of new digital media
software provides adolescents with myriad oppotesito experiment with their identities. At
the same time, the distinct features of the nevtalignedia raise questions about their influence
on individuals’ developing sense of self. In thestgon, we have raised questions about the
degree to which certain online activities may bepsihg development in new ways.
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PART TWO: FAMILY

The new digital media are increasingly embeddefinrerican homes, from Internet-enabled
computers and personal digital assistants (PDAgell phones, Web cams, and video game
consoles. In this section, we consider the infleesicnew digital media with respect to three
aspects of family life: interactions among familgmbers, parents’ role in their children’s lives,
and the nature of parental authority in adolesceWee preface each of these discussions with a
broad survey of family life considered from a sbc@gnitive and developmental perspective. As
in the previous section, our purpose is to usedisisiplinary perspective to inform our
understanding of the interaction between family &hd the new digital media. In the process,
we contemplate ways in which the new digital meday be contributing to shifts in family
relationships.

|. Family Interactions

Family relationships shape children’s social depglent in important ways. The family stories
that parents tell in informal settings communicaggain values and beliefs to children (Parke &
Buriel, 2006). Family rituals, such as celebratjoracations, and rites of passage, convey values
as well, in addition to shaping family interacticarsd creating group cohesion. Ling and Yttri
(2006) describe family rituals as “the bond thatdkedhe family together” (pg.222). In fact,
family rituals may act as a protective factor imledcence, helping individuals to preserve their
self-esteem and avoid risky behaviors such as ldnigking (Collins & Steinberg, 2006). Ling
and Yttri also note that rituals like keeping “fatts chair” off-limits to children and honoring
mothers on Mother’s Day serve to establish and tagithe power structure within a family.
Family rituals are often shared with aunts, unagandparents, and cousins. These extended
family members may also play an important rolehiddcen’s lives, particularly among ethnic
minority groups (Collins & Steinberg, 2006).

A particular family relationship, the sibling retatship, figures prominently in children’s social
development. In fact, children spend more timeawgrage, with their siblings than they do with
their parents (Parke & Buriel, 2006). Sibling redaships give children the opportunity to
practice the social behaviors they learn from tpairents before trying them out with their peers.
Conflict with siblings can also prove useful, aalibws children to hone their conflict resolution
skills. Older siblings in particular serve importaoles by managing social experiences with
other children and transmitting cultural knowledgwl practical skills. This latter function is
likely more important in African, Polynesian, anckican cultures than it is in European or
American cultures (Parke & Buriel, 2006).

Family Interactions & NDM

Before the introduction of television into Americeames in the middle of last century, shared
family time might have consisted of listening te tiadio, playing a card game, or exchanging
stories about the day’s events. Once televisionfdxad its way into the home, a favorite
program may have brought family members togethearfoevening in the living room. Talk
might have been limited to topics relating to thew and squeezed into commercial breaks, but
all family members would be sharing the same erpes. The site where family interactions
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take place looks quite different now than it didtjone generation ago. American households
today are wired and full of gadgets. A 2008 surwEpmerican households conducted by the
PEW Internet and American Life Project found tha%®of married-with-children households
own at least one desktop or laptop computer, V8886 own two or more; 94% of households
have at least one member who goes online regusif have a home broadband connection;
and 89% of households own multiple cell phones (i€ely et al., 2008).

Given these statistics, it is possible to envigidiypothetical evening in which mother, father,
12 year-old daughter, and 15 year-old son are palgitogether in the family living room but
not actually interacting with one another. Perhthpsonly audible sound comes from the
television, yet the silence does not mean thatyever is watching the show. Instead, the mother
is using her Blackberry to catch up on the emat fhled up during her busy day at work. The
father is using his laptop to read online newspayptcles and write a speech for his boss. The
12 year-old daughter is listening to music on Rerd while conducting five or six simultaneous
IM conversations and writing a book report for sahan the family computer. The 15 year-old
son also listens to music on his iPod while usiisgdptop to update his Facebook profile, watch
YouTube video clips, and search Wikipedia for imfiation about the Cuban Missile Crisis in
preparation for his history term paper. These padtpresent scenes are painted with broad
strokes and likely fail to capture the particulaperiences of most American families. They are
intended merely to suggest shifts in the way taatilies interact with each other when different
media are introduced into the home.

Some scholars suggest that the presence of netaldiggdia in the home undermines family
relationships and rituals by diminishing the amoamd quality of time family members spend
together (Comstock & Sharrer, 2007; Ling & Yt2)06). Ling and Yttri (2006) argue that the
introduction of mobile phones into the home has tihadeffect of taking attention away from
shared family activities such as family meals. Assult, these family rituals are less effective at
bonding the family and maintaining its power stuuet Lee and Chae (2007) investigated this
claim by surveying 222 Korean students thtdrough & grades. The survey asked students to
report on their levels of Internet use, family tjmad family communication. The researchers
found a positive association between students! teperted time on the Internet and their
perceived reduction in family time. However, ther@s no association between students’
Internet use and their perceived reduction in fpmdmmunication. In light of these findings,
Lee and Chae suggest that Internet use may impalié¢s by reducing “passive” family time
while leaving “active” time like family communicatn unaffected. Notably, Lee and Chae did
find significant effects when they examined theoaggtion between perceived family
communication antypeof Internet use. Specifically, they found thatidten who reported
using the Internet for communication (e.g. emailjree chat, social networking) were more
likely, on average, to report a perceived reduciiotime spent communicating with family
members than children who used the Internet priyneriplay games or complete homework.
The researchers use this finding to suggest thmtramicating with friends online may have the
effect of reducing communication among family mersbe

The PEW survey of American households found sondeeage to support the claim that new
digital media technologies negatively impact fanhifiy (Kennedy et al., 2008). The results from
the survey show that families with many new digrteddia gadgets are less likely to have dinner



Social Development in the Era of New Digital Media

together, more likely to work longer hours, and enlikely to report lower satisfaction levels
with family and leisure time. On the other hana sme study also found that networked
families are discovering new ways to connect wabheother. New media technologies like
email, IM, and mobile phones allow family membersnteract with each other when they are
physically separated. These technologies allow lesugnd their children to stay connected
during the day by sharing links to interesting widss coordinating activities, or simply saying
hello. Lee Rainie, director of the PEW Internetjgct, uses the term “love taps” to describe the
electronic communications that couples exchangegieally throughout the day (St. George,
2008). When the family comes together at the ertietlay, they may gather around the
computer screen for a Web cam “visit” with extendahily members living in a different state,
or they might watch a selection of entertainingead on YouTube. According to Rainie, such
practices create a kind of “virtual hearth” (St.o8ge, 2008).

The PEW survey suggests that new digital medialkeeng theway in which family members
interact with each other. Consider the family tiised to pay weekly visits to the local bowling
alley but now stays home to play Wii Bowling. Gretfather who recognizes the rock songs that
his daughter is practicing on Guitar Hero and tedls about his stint as bass guitarist in a band at
college. Similarly, where siblings might once hawgaged in physical rough-housing on the
basement floor, they might now duke it out virtyddy playing Super Smash Bros. Melee.
Perhaps an older brother sees his younger sistiating her Facebook profile and shows her
how to organize her pictures into albums and septivacy settings so that only her friends can
see them. These examples raise the possibilityinteinet connectivity and digital gadgets may
be influencing more than simply the amount of iattion that takes place among family
members.

Belch, Krentler, and Willis-Flurry (2005) suggesteoparticular way in which family members’
patterns of interaction may be changing as a resultte Internet’s presence in the home. The
authors use the term “teen Internet mavens” toatharize adolescents who spend considerable
amounts of time on the Internet, enjoy their onbeévities, and are skilled at searching for and
retrieving information. Belch et al. explain thaese teen Internet mavens alter traditional family
dynamics by virtue of their prominent role in carttamily decisions, such as the purchase of a
family vacation. Where the research and purchasefamily vacation may once have been the
sole domain of parents, their Internet-savvy cheidare now contributing in important ways to
such decisions. With their online search skillgnténternet mavens are able to use the Internet to
identify a range of vacation packages and comgaaie telative values. Parents can then use this
information to purchase a vacation for the fanliythis way, adolescents contribute to a
traditionally parent-centered family decision.

According to Belch et al., the teen Internet maiges “virtual version” of Feick and Price’s
(1987) market maven. Feick and Price characteremket mavens as individuals who possess
considerable knowledge about the marketplace am@rdducts therein and whose expertise has
broad influence on consumer decisions. Internetemsivexpertise lies in their ability to search
for and find information on the Internet that i®fid to others. With respect to the purchase of a
family vacation, the ability to identify a rangewdcation packages is useful for parents who
may lack the online search skills of their childréns likely that this group of adolescents would
have had little input in the family decision-makipgpcess prior to the introduction of Internet
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access in the home. The emergence of teen Inteaetns suggests that the power structure in
some families is being renegotiated in light ofldt@n’s facility with the new digital media.

[l. Parents’ Role in Their Children’s Lives

The parent-child relationship plays a central inlan individual's social and cognitive
development. According to Erikson (1968), separatib“self” from “other” commences early

in life in the context of the infant-caregiver tadeaship. As children grow older, they actively
construct their identities in relation to their @ats by identifying with their parents’ occupatipns
ideological leanings, and moral beliefs (Marcia88p Parents also affect their children’s
relationships with other people. From birth, paseatt as managers of their children’s social
environments and the relationships therein (Parlgu&el, 2006). For instance, parents have
traditionally monitored their children by watchitttem directly, or by enlisting others to watch
in their place. Parents of young children accomgaeyn to the neighborhood playground and
intervene when a disagreement arises with othddrelni. For slightly older children, parents
choose their extra-curricular clubs and sports/éiets, and many parents shuttle their children to
and from these activities. Some parents play a mctige role in their children’s activities by
serving as Girl Scout leaders or soccer coaches.

Parents’ Use of NDM

The proliferation of new digital media seems toédhamplified parents’ monitoring capabilities,
even when they are geographically separated frem ¢hildren. Many children now have cell
phones, giving their parents the ability to comnoate with them throughout the day via voice,
text, or email message. Turkle (2007) describes¢igohone as a “tether” that keeps parents
and children connected at all times. Even at sunoaep, where cell phone service may be
unavailable or phones may not be allowed, pareamséten send their children daily email
messages. Many camps now have websites to whighufiiead pictures of campers so that
parents can see what their children are doing daghThis scene contrasts markedly with the
more intermittent handwritten letters that pardéatserly sent to and (if they were lucky!)
received from their children in the mail. In adalitito this constant connectivity with their
children’s daily movements, parents can maintamstant connectivity with their progress in
school. Where they might once have waited for ahadrsemester report card, parents can now
log on to the school intranet throughout the yeaet/iew their children’s grades. Turkle
guestions whether such “tethered” children can ldgva proper sense of autonomy, knowing
that they are never wholly on their own.

The introduction of Internet-connected computennany homes has added a new environment
for children to explore and parents to monitor.gags of small children can control how much
time they spend online and what sites they visiipy by sitting with them in front of the
computer screen. It becomes harder for parentklef ahildren to monitor their computer use
directly, particularly if both parents hold fullte jobs. Some interactive sites, such as Club
Penguin, try to facilitate parental oversight oilatten’s online activities by allowing parents to
create an account that they can use to monitar ¢hédren’s activities and limit their time on

the site. Parents can also install filter softwateh as Net Nanny Parental, CYBERsitter, and
Safe Eyes, that limits what children can do onlMany filter software programs give parents
the ability to manage their children’s computer tesaotely. They can block specific websites or
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content on websites, as well as instant messagitigpfograms and email accounts. In addition,
monitoring software allows parents to receive deglyorts of their children’s online activities,
including websites visited and transcripts of IMgersations. Some computers, like the Disney
Dream Desk PC, build such parental-control softvarectly into the system.

It appears that many parents make use of the nmowgtoapabilities available to them. A 2006
Kaiser Family Foundation survey of parents witHdrein ages 2-17 showed that 65% of parents
closely monitor their children’s media use, inchgliTV, Internet, and video game playing
(Rideout, 2007). In addition, 41 % of those paravith Internet-connected children use filter
software or other parental controls, and 70% clieekvebsites their children visit with some
frequency. There is evidence to suggest that @mldio not enjoy having their online activities
so closely monitored. In a UK survey of parents @naik 9-17 year-old children, 69% of the
children surveyed said they mind their parentgiststg or monitoring their Internet use
(Livingstone & Bober, 2006). In addition, two-thér@f the children said they had tried to protect
their privacy from known and unknown others by gssach strategies as deleting webpage
histories, minimizing windows, and mislabeling $ld_ivingstone and Bober (2006) suggest that
these actions and reactions may negatively imeaetd of trust between parents and children.

lll. Parental Authority in Adolescence

The way that family members interact with each otipically changes when children enter
adolescence (Collins & Steinberg, 2006; Kroger,720uniss & Smollar, 1985). The transition
from childhood to adolescence brings with it thalimation that one’s parents are imperfect
people rather than all-knowing figures (Youniss &a@lar, 1985). This realization coincides
with the beginning of adolescents’ identity exptara and search for autonomy. Consequently,
families may find they need to reorganize the weaytrelate to one another. Often, this
reorganization involves changes to the quality secape of parental authority. In childhood,
parents’ authority tends to span all contexts anthilaterally prescribed. In adolescence, this
authority becomes limited to specific areas andesdents are often permitted to take part in
certain decisions. In some cases, the adjustmegodrantal authority leads to considerable
conflict (Collins & Steinberg, 2006).

Parental Authority & NDM

Adolescents’ search for autonomy may be particyldifficult in today’s society. boyd (2007)
notes that young people have little unstructunee tand few public spaces open to them that are
not supervised by adults. Within this context, madglescents turn to the Internet as a space to
communicate with their friends (boyd, 2007; LingY&ri, 2006). Moreover, since the quest for
autonomy often coincides with the realization tha¢’s parents are imperfect individuals whose
authority should be limited, it is unsurprising ttihaany adolescents deem the Internet outside the
bounds of legitimate parental authority (Livingsta$a Bober, 2006). This feeling may be
particularly strong among individuals who belietaey are more technologically savvy than their
parents. With this perspective in mind, it is ursi@ndable that adolescents seek to keep their
Internet activities from their parents, either ®lading the search history on their computers,
refusing to “friend” their parents on Facebookbgrcreating “mirror” profiles known only to

their friends (boyd, 2007; Livingstone & Bober, 300
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American adolescents have tested the limits antneary of parental authority long before the
introduction of social software tools like Facebpbl/Space, and Instant Messaging. We think
perhaps of a young girl sneaking out of her bedraandow at night after arranging pillows
under her bedspread in the shape of a sleeping body young boy changing his outfit and
manner of speaking when away from home and parérgsnples such as these remind us that
adolescent rebellion is not itself a new phenomeiibe way it is carried out with new digital
media, however, is new. A distinctive feature @ tiew digital media is their ability to render
time and space irrelevant. This feature makesssie for adolescents to change their identities
and engage in forbidden activities while sharirgggame physical space as their parents. For
example, adolescents often use their mobile phankeme to send surreptitious text messages
to their friends and romantic partners (Ito, 200%)ey might type a quick message from under
the dining room table during dinner, or engagenegended text conversation late at night in
their bedroom. The ease of circumventing parentalitaring in this way complicates the way
that parents establish and exert their authoraytiqularly for parents who feel like “digital
paleoliths” alongside their “digital native” offapg.

Summary

The new digital media permeate American househdldsir presence is felt in many aspects of
family life, including interactions among family méers, parents’ role in their children’s lives,
and the changing nature of parental authority mlestence. From the changing landscape of the
family room to the changing patterns of family me&mbommunication, it seems that new digital
media are contributing to shifts in family relatehips. It remains to be seen how parents and
children will respond to this challenge and whawrfiemily systems may emerge as a result.
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PART THREE: PEERS

Peer relationships serve an important functionughout the lifecycle. Through their
interactions with peers, individuals learn aboubviey are in relation to others (Youniss &
Smollar, 1985). Increasingly, peer relationshipstaking place in online contexts. Young
people rely on mobile phones, Instant Messaging,sacial network sites like Facebook and
MySpace to stay connected with each other duriagtiurse of the day. In this section, we
consider three facets of peer life: close friengdshromantic relationships, and peer groups.
Once again, we employ our social cognitive lensxplore how distinct features of new media
technologies may be altering each facet of peeidiimportant ways.

|. Friendships

Peer interactions begin early in life and grow gilgan importance during the course of
development (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Rdghips become increasingly stable during
childhood, as the emphasis moves from shared @aesi\and physical attributes to shared values.
Close friendships, or “chumships,” become the mmpbrtant peer relationship in early
adolescence (Sullivan, 1953). As perspective-takkills improve during this period,

friendships are defined increasingly by mutualitg @aeciprocity (Selman, 1981; Youniss &
Smollar, 1985). Through mutual self-disclosurehia tontext of lengthy conversations, friends
support, encourage, and give each other adviceifFaatal., 2006; Youniss & Smollar, 1985).
Girls’ friendships tend to be particularly intimatad supportive (Berndt, 1996; Collins &
Steinberg, 2006). Aside from providing a sourcembyment and self-validation, close
friendships play an important role in adolesceatgjnitive development. By sharing their
thoughts and feelings with each other, adolesdeegs to overcome their ego-centrism as they
realize that they are neither unique nor the cesfteveryone’s attention (Pugh & Hart, 1999;
Youniss & Smollar, 1985).

Friendships Online

The new digital media now play a central role iyos friendships (Ito et al., 2008). Young
people use new media primarily to maintain existigndships rather than start new ones (Ito et
al., 2008; Lenhart & Madden, 2007; Subrahmanyamr&e@field, 2008). Mobile voice and text
communication, Instant Messaging, email, and sa@alorking on websites like MySpace and
Facebook provide youth myriad ways to connect widhr friends. Some of these
communications take place in a public setting, MgSpace and Facebook. Others, like text
messaging, email, and Instant Messaging (IM) aresrpoivate in nature. Yet, even private
communications can become public when email messatgnded for one person are forwarded
to multiple recipients, or IM conversations are iedpand pasted onto a person’s Facebook
profile.

Social network sites have emerged as hubs of aiesterpersonal communication (Williams
& Merten, 2008). On these sites, users create palgoofiles and link them to the profiles of
other users through a process of “friending.” F&B?o of online adolescents say they maintain
at least one personal profile on a social netwiekssich as Facebook or MySpace (Lenhart &
Madden, 2007). A content analysis of 100 adolespmftles found the average number of
friends listed on a user’s profile to be 194, witnsiderable variation across profiles in network
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size (Williams & Merten, 2008). Another study contkd with university students in the

Midwest found the average number of friends toskigh as 395 (Tong, Van Der Heide,
Langwell, & Walther, 2008). The same study alsedatned that adolescents spend a
considerable amount of time on social network sité& average number of hours per day that
students reported spending on sites like Faceb@skdb. Adolescents communicate with each
other in different ways on these sites. They caosh to write a short, public message directly
on a friend’s profile page, or they can send a ésnmgessage through a private messaging system
analogous to email. Both types of messages mighsed to carry on a conversation with a

friend or to make plans for an offline activity fuh 2007). Some messages are simply used as
“public displays of connection” (Donath & boyd, 200

Instant Messaging (IM) is another popular commuacetool that youth employ to stay
connected. Programs like Google’'s Gchat, AOL Irtskdessenger (AIM), and MSN Web
Messenger allow friends to send and receive tesédbanessages to each other in real-time.
Adolescents tend to carry on multiple IM conveimadi simultaneously, since each conversation
is held in a separate window and many windows eaodened at the same time (Lewis &
Fabos, 2005). Lewis and Fabos (2005) explain tthakeacents use IM to communicate with
their friends when they are physically separated.ifstance, friends might “chat” online while
working on homework in their bedroom or watching ifiMhe living room. IM conversations are
typically used to share inside jokes and gossiperQthese jokes and gossip originate and
continue in offline contexts like school. In thisyy IM reinforces adolescents’ offline
friendships.

Adolescents also use mobile phones to maintaimtreemus connection to their friends. Most
mobile communication takes place between closedseThus, while adolescents may have a
long list of names in their phone’s address bolody tare likely to use just a few of these names
on a regular basis (Ito & Okabe, 2005; Ling & Y,tBD06). The versatility of mobile phones
allows youth to communicate either through voicéest messaging. Ito and Okabe (2005) use
the phrase “virtual taps on the shoulder” to déscthe short, simple text messages that
adolescent friends send each other throughoutaipeTthese messages are not intended to
initiate a conversation, as a voice call might.eled, they typically contain information that does
not require a response, such as the texter’s mdysitation, activity status, or mood. Instead,
these “virtual taps on the shoulder” are used seras sense of connection between sender and
recipient. Given that 63% of American youth ageslT2wn a mobile phone, this sense of
connection is easy to maintain (Rankin MacGill, 200

Adolescents need not rely solely on new media @dgmes to stay connected with their friends.
While 63% of American youth own a mobile phone, 3d@&mot (Rankin MacGill, 200 Thus,

it is likely that many adolescents still use theusehold landline to talk with friends after
school. Young people continue to pass notes irsclaset at the mall after school, and visit each
other’'s homes on weekends. Like their digital ceyparts, these “pre-digital” interactions
facilitate friendship formation and maintenance.etfier they use a landline or mobile phone,
write a handwritten note or text message, adolésaament their friendships through a process
of reciprocal self-disclosure.

! This 2006 PEW survey found that household incomlavel of parental education were positively aisted
with adolescents’ cell phone ownership.
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The introduction of new media technologies muléplopportunities for reciprocal self-
disclosure among friends by providing instantaneoaastant, and simultaneous
communication. Increased self-disclosure may premoiblescents’ perspective-taking abilities.
As previously mentioned, adolescents use theindis@ips to overcome the ego-centrism that
characterizes this stage of development. It mathéeincreased self-disclosure accelerates this
process as youth share with each other differeneédsions of themselves. However, by using
different media to share different aspects of thedwes, adolescents run the risk of creating
fragmented friendships that look one way offlinel guite another way online. In fact, Bradley
(2005) observes that it is often the case that ewations held between friends online are not
discussed offline.

The empirical evidence to date suggests that s&tfasure through online communication does
more to enhance than harm the quality of adoledcenidships. A one-year longitudinal study
of 884 adolescents in Canada found that frequerddMmunication was positively associated
with the quality of best friendships (Blais, CralRgpler, & Connolly, 2008). Valkenburg and
Peter’s (2007) survey of Dutch adolescents alsadaupositive relationship between frequent
IM communication and friendship quality. In bothidies, friendships had been initiated offline,
and IM was used to supplement offline interactidgngther, Valkenburg and Peter found
evidence to support both the “rich-get-richer” hijpsis and the “social compensation”
hypothesis. The former states that youth who ac&lg successful offline use online
communications to enhance an already rich soég&alTihe social compensation hypothesis, in
contrast, proposes that socially anxious adolesdake advantage of the distance and
anonymity of online communication to form friendshithey would otherwise lack the courage
to initiate. It should be noted, however, thate¢hase of self-disclosure online may contribute to a
false sense of closeness between friends, parligifithey have little offline contact.

While the increased self-disclosure supported by media may enhance friendship quality for

a wide range of adolescents, there is the dangaowging from one extreme to another. Lewis
and Fabos (2005) use the word “hyperconnectivibydescribe the way in which adolescents use
the new digital media to maintain a constant conoeavith each other. Indeed, Ito and Okabe
(2005) point out that young people often assumg #ine connected until they receive a specific
message notifying them of their friend’s unavaildpiln this way, Turkle’s (2007) depiction of
the “tethered” child applies to their friendshigsveell as their relationships with parents. Turkle
notes that one’s emotional life can be impactesltth a degree that the simple act of registering
an emotion may be difficult to accomplish withatutiist being recognized by a friend.

Il. Romantic Relationships

Another relationship that grows increasingly impattin early adulthood is the romantic
relationship (Collins & Steinberg, 2006). Romamgtationships first emerge in early and middle
adolescence (Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). Appneately 25% of young adolescents report
having experienced some form of romantic relatignglring the previous eighteen months; by
late adolescence, over 70% say they have had suekparience (Collins, 2003; Collins &
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Steinberg, 2006). By tenth grade, adolescentsttesdend more time with (or thinking about)
romantic partners than they do with parents, gjsljror friends (Bouchey & Furman, 2003).

Romantic relationships emerge from and seem teseany of the same purposes as same-sex
friendships (Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). Fosiance, they provide an additional context in
which adolescents can experience intimacy, praetigeathy, and explore their identities.
Nevertheless, romantic relationships undergo censlile changes throughout adolescence and
into adulthood. In early and middle adolescencmantic partners impart a sense of social status
and group membership (Collins, 2003; Collins & Bbeirg, 2006). For this reason, partners’
physical appearance is often afforded more impoddhan the quality of their interactions
(Bouchey & Furman, 2003). The focus of romantiatiehships shifts in late adolescence from
appearance and social status to personal comggt{ibllins & Steinberg, 2006). Additionally,
attachment and caregiving become more importantsbaual gratification as individuals enter
adulthood (Bouchey & Furman, 2003).

While being in a romantic relationship during adekence is positively associated with self-
worth, adolescents’ romantic experiences sometgaase them considerable psychological
turmoil (Collins, 2003). For instance, adolescdatsl to experience more conflict and mood
swings when they are involved in a romantic reladiop. In addition, it appears that adolescent
romantic relationships tend not to fare well in thee of disruptions such as geographical
separation (Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). Thistfés notable given that romantic break ups
are one of the strongest predictors of depressidrsaicide attempts among adolescents
(Bouchey & Furman, 2003).

Romantic Relationships Online

Youth use new digital media to communicate with aotrc partners. For those adolescents
exploring romantic relationships for the first tinmew media technologies offer multiple ways
to connect with a prospective partner. The adotgsde Lewis and Fabos’s (2005) ethnographic
study recounted instances of relationships stattingugh IM conversations. Couples typically
know each other first as acquaintances in an efitiontext. When one of them secures the
other’s screen name, they begin to communicateigiroM. Eventually, these interchanges take
a romantic turn. A similar sequence of events ssprle on social network sites. On sites like
Facebook and MySpace, communication between progp@artners begins when one person
adds the other to his or her list of friends. Téktionship builds as the eventual couple
exchanges online messages. It becomes official wieepartners add each other’s name to the
“relationship status” cell of their profile pagedeed, adolescents talk now about whether a
relationship is “Facebook worthy,” suggesting thaiouple can be considered official only when
the attachment has been registered publicly onldemde

Online chat rooms are another popular venue fatiogiship formation. In these spaces,
adolescents actively seek out romantic partnemsdling public “partner requests” (Smahel &
Subrahmanyam, 2007). In their study of online tel@at rooms, Smahel and Subrahmanyam
(2007) found that such requests occur at the fat@mper minute. While IM and social network
sites typically support relationship formation beem offline acquaintances, partner searches in
chat rooms tend to occur between adolescents wimoidoave a prior offline relationship. In
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this context, adolescents are able to screen progpgartners before meeting for the first time
offline.

For adolescents with ongoing romantic relationshmgsv media can facilitate their maintenance.
Ito and Okabe (2005) describe adolescent coupsesbiimobile phones to maintain a sense of
co-presence throughout the day, even when phygisafiarated. They describe one teenage
couple who used their mobile phones to exchangel emasages upon parting after school.
These email exchanges, interspersed by the ocedsioice call, lasted throughout the afternoon
and evening, ending only when they finally wensleep late at night. They sent messages
during their commute home, while working on theanmework, during dinner, and as they
watched TV. Ito and Okabe use this example totidde how adolescents use new media
technologies like mobile phones to build intimadghwheir romantic partners. In the case of
couples that are apart for longer periods of tithe,use of Web cams may help to create a sense
of intimacy despite geographic separation.

Younger adolescents may not seek out such constamnhunication with their romantic

partners. Since romantic relationships functiontiges a sign of social status during early
adolescence, it is likely that young adolescengsnesv media primarily to signal their
attachment to another person. They may be satigfiedter their relationship status on
Facebook and engage in the occasional IM conversatithe evening. They might also use new
media as a quick and decisive way to end a relstipn Break ups can be accomplished in a
matter of seconds by sending a message to thetedmnex and changing one’s relationship
status on Facebook.

Despite their attraction to new digital media, @dcknts have not entirely abandoned non-digital
methods of initiating, sustaining, and ending thhemantic relationships. A trusted friend may
still be called on to relay messages from one éstiexd party to the other. Handwritten letters
may be used from time to time to declare one’s lv& commitment during periods of physical
separation. A face-to-face conversation, no mater uncomfortable, might sometimes be

relied on to end a relationship.

Yet, the distinct features of new media communigatntroduce new dynamics into romantic
relationships that may alter the way adolescenpemence them. For instance, the ability to
transcend spatial and temporal barriers to comnatinic may help relationships withstand the
separations that have traditionally led to theimt. This feature of the new digital media may
also alter the way in which relationships begin and. It might feel less risky for a would-be
boyfriend to approach the object of his affectibrotigh an IM exchange instead of a face-to-
face encounter. Similarly, a would-be heartbreaer easily end a relationship with a typed
message and a mouse click. While it seems likelyttie ease of starting relationships online
would positively impact feelings of self-worth,sikems equally likely that an impersonal
electronic break up would have the opposite effeatticularly if done publicly, an electronic
parting of ways could lead to considerable psyatpckd turmoil on the part of the rejected
partner. Finally, the public nature of online relaships may place undue emphasis on using
romantic partnerships to assert one’s social staiube process, young people may be slower to
appreciate the important role that personal corppiigiplays in maintaining a meaningful and
satisfying relationship.
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lll. Peer Groups

Friendships and romantic relationships are oftgreggnced in the context of larger peer groups.
Indeed, cliques become the locus of peer intenastiarting at age 10 or 11, with most children
this age reporting membership in a clique (Rubial¢t2006). Early cliques are generally
composed of children who share the same race ardkegerhese peer groups provide children
with a sense of inclusion, validation, and ideaéfion. Also influential at this stage in
development is the popularity hierarchy that emedyee to the transition from self-evaluation
based on absolute standards to social comparissedise|f-appraisals. Children who emerge at
the top of this hierarchy tend to be more sociabig display greater social skills than children
whose popularity is low (Savin-Williams & Berndt990). Another determinant of one’s place in
the popularity hierarchy is the possession of statarkers, such as a trendy pair of blue jeans or
shoes (Ling & Yttri, 2006).

Because adolescents use features of their peep gvalefine themselves, it is important to them
that the group itself be clearly defined (Bukow&Ksippola, 2001). The desire for clear group
boundaries explains why members of a clique terdktoand rigid conformity to particular
behaviors and values. As children attempt to ddafeeparameters of peer group membership,
bullying and victimization become increasingly coom{Rubin et al., 2006). Aggression
between peers surfaces as early as the secondfyldar but its form changes considerably
throughout childhood and adolescence. Starting@atld and 12, indirect aggression in the form
of spreading rumors and group exclusion startepdace the physical aggression seen among
younger children (Craig, Pepler, Connolly, & Herster, 2001; Rubin et al., 2006). This social
form of aggression serves the purpose of definihg 18 in and out of the group, as well as the
group’s attitudes and beliefs.

Another type of peer group, the crowd, emergesheffirst time during adolescence. Brown
(1990) defines crowds as “reputation-based collestof similarly stereotyped individuals who
may or may not spend much time together” (p.17XanBples of crowd types include “jocks,”
“brains,” and “loners” (Brown, 1990). Crowds tenolt o appear before adolescence and the
emergence of formal operations, because, as “ca¢sguaf individuals based on intentions and
personality dispositions” (Brown, 1990, p.180) \tlaee defined in abstract terms. Like cliques,
crowds help adolescents define themselves in o@lati their peers (Collins & Steinberg, 2006).
Unlike cliques, however, crowd norms are defin@arfiwithout and imposed on members of the
crowd (Brown, 1990). For this reason, it is difficior adolescents to switch from one crowd to
another because their crowd affiliation is typigathposed on them rather than freely chosen.
And of course, in those extreme forms of teenamggies called gangs, the degrees of freedom
for changing status are even fewer.

Peer Groups Online

As Shirky (2008) observes, the new digital medieehaade group formation “ridiculously
easy.” Adolescents have taken advantage of the @&ad brought their peer groups online. The
popularity hierarchy that determines one’s groupnimership and status offline is also present
online (boyd, 2007). There are a variety of ways #idolescents use new media to assert their
position in the popularity hierarchy. For instanites type of mobile phone one owns and the
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manner in which it has been customized with a @algr design or color scheme can serve as a
signal of popularity (Ling & Yttri, 2006). The nurabof people in one’s address book is another
way that mobile phones are used as a status sy®inailarly, the number of friends listed on a
person’s social network profile conveys informataiyout that person’s popularity (boyd, 2007;
Tong et al., 2007). However, it appears that omehevetoo many friends. Tong et al. (2007)
detected a curvilinear relationship between nunatb&acebook friends and perceived social
attractiveness. Subjects were presented with aodeakemock up and asked to rate the person’s
social attractiveness. The size of the persoréndls’ list was the only piece of information that
the researchers manipulated. Ratings of sociaci¢eness peaked at approximately 300 friends
and fell as the friend count rose. Presumably, whends number in the thousands, other users
begin to question the legitimacy of each connedciod the motive behind such indiscriminate
“friending.”

While adolescents’ friend counts may number intthiedreds, they are likely to communicate
online predominantly with members of their offliakque. Indeed, boyd (2007) explains that
MySpace introduced the “Top Friends” list to makeasier for close friends to access each
other’s profile pages. This ability to delineateeclose friends clearly is well-suited to
adolescents’ desire to define the boundaries of peer group. At the same time, boyd notes
that the Top Friends list quickly became “pure abdrama” when friends who thought they
should be on someone’s list discovered they hadnaote the cut. In this way, the information
contained on one’s social network profile is mdr@t a form of self-expression; according to
Livingstone (2008), it is a “place-marker” thatsads group membership. As a result,
adolescents’ behaviors on social network sitesaaigely dictated by the norms of their peer

group.

Just as it does offline, conflict can occur onkvigen the norms of the peer group are threatened.
Since adolescents rely on the clear delineatiagrafip boundaries to help them define the
boundaries of their personal identities, the flyidif online spaces may be perceived by them as
threatening. In order to restore a sense of grauptsre, some adolescents may turn to peer
victimization. When this victimization is carrieditowith new media technologies, its negative
effects may be magnified. For instance, the copHaaste functionality of the new digital media
makes it possible to spread rumors to an essgntiaknowable number of persons. This new
reality contrasts with the pre-digital era, in win& more circumscribed group of people would
have been the recipients of rumors. Moreover, wadseramors previously relied on verbal
repetition for their continuance, the ability tosgalectronic communications indefinitely makes
it possible for rumors to last a great deal long@rther, this persistence may make it harder to
right the record.

A PEW survey of 12-17 year-olds living in the WdtStates found that 32% of them said they
had experienced at least one form of bullying anlibenhart, 2007). The most common form of
“cyberbullying” was having private emails or texessages forwarded to unintended and
unwanted recipients. A study of UK adolescents fdsad text messaging to be the most
common form of online bullying (Raskauskas & Sto@07). Other forms identified by the
PEW survey included spreading rumors online, pgstimbarrassing pictures, and sending
threatening messages (Lenhart, 2007). The mody liasgets were girls ages 15-17, as well as
adolescents who shared a lot of information onitél, 67% of the adolescents surveyed said



Social Development in the Era of New Digital Med8

they thought bullying was more prevalent in offlic@ntexts. Moreover, when cyberbullying
does occur, it typically replicates the same vigpenpetrator roles established offline
(Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007).

Given its basis in offline patterns of behaviorbesbullying likely occurs more often in the
“friendship-driven” networks that Ito et al. (20083scribe. However, not all of adolescents’
online interactions occur within such networks. fehare many interest-based communities
online that resemble the crowds of “jocks,” “brafrend “loners” that can be found offline. Just
as the football players, science club memberspand players join together in high school,
adolescents converge online around favorite TV shdeoks, and music groups. Yet, while
crowd membership cannot always be chosen offlidelegcents can self-select into online
crowds. Interest-based online communities are diltoguished by their breadth. It seems no
interest is too obscure to be the basis of an egnoup. Subrahmanyam and Greenfield (2008)
point out that many of these groups, such as caggrort groups, may play a positive role in
adolescents’ lives and reduce feelings of sociahation. Others, however, like self-mutilation
websites, may do more harm than good.

The online manifestations of cliques, crowds, amidlying may have implications for the way in
which adolescents experience their peer groupsd@aussion of interest-based online groups
illustrates the potential for online spaces to devaadolescents’ spheres of social interaction. As
they seek out and interact with a variety of peptpleir ideas about themselves and their role in
the world may be similarly broadened. With resgedtiendship-driven networks,
Subrahmanyam and Greenfield (2008) suggest thdletkibility of new media tools like IM

may make it easier for adolescents to join clighes were not previously open to them. It may
feel less intimidating to approach one or moreudignembers electronically than in the
cafeteria. Similarly, members of a cligue may beenwilling to entertain the addition of a new
member if they are approached outside of the cligdeitionally, adding a person to one’s
friend list may seem like a smaller risk than imgtthat person to sit at the same lunch table. In
this way, group membership may take on a more #igjgect in online contexts.

Summary

Youth employ new media technologies to connect thi#ir close friends, romantic partners, and
broader peer groups. While considerably more rebeameeded to ascertain the precise impact
of new media communication on these facets of |ffeethe research reviewed in this section
suggests that the interaction between new medige@dlife is complex. While opportunities

for enriched friendships, romantic partnershipsl peer group participation exist, there appear
to be as many opportunities for harm. Adults — peepractitioners, policymakers, and scholars
— cannot effectively work to promote adolescengs’spnal growth and the quality of their peer
relationships without an appreciation for both plositive and negative dimensions of youth’s
new media use. Common Sense Media is one orgamzitat tries to distill the best knowledge
about new digital media for adults who are involuedaising today’s children.
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CONCLUSION

The new digital media pervade all aspects of yausbrcial lives. Young people use new media
to express and explore their identities, commuegigdath (and evade) their parents, and maintain
a constant connection with their friends and romgrdrtners. We have employed our social
cognitive and developmental lenses to shed lighthemmotivations behind young people’s new
media activities and to consider the influence thase activities may be having on their
developing conceptions of selfhood, family, andrpetationships.

In the realm of selfhood, we see that the affordaraf new digital media are well-suited to
children’s and adolescents’ developmental needs.athvities offered in virtual worlds like
Neopets allow children to express themselves ici@ia ways, while the flexibility of new

media technology provides adolescents with unpreted opportunities to experiment with

their identities. We have identified the distinciadjties of youth’s digital self-expressions and
considered how they may be interacting with youttgseloping sense of self. For instance, we
wonder how childhood creativity and self-explorat@re influenced by the scaffolds and
constraints built into games like Neopets. Simylawe have speculated about the impact that
new digital media activities may have on adoles€etperiences of self-fragmentation and ego-
centrism.

In the realm of family life, it is apparent thatwedigital media play an integral role in many
American households. We have explored the wayshioiwthe Internet, cell phones, and other
new media technologies are altering family rituedsl power dynamics. We question the effect
(and the effectiveness) of parents’ increased raang capabilities on their children’s
developing sense of autonomy, as well as levetrust within the family. With respect to
parental authority in adolescence, we have idegtifhe new ways that adolescent rebellion is
carried out with new digital media and considered lthey complicate parents’ attempts to
establish and exert their authority.

Finally, we have examined the ways in which yowth new digital media to form, maintain, and
terminate friendships, romantic relationships, padr groups. The instantaneous, constant, and
simultaneous nature of their new media communioatiocreases opportunities for self-
disclosure, with potential positive effects on lsvef intimacy and perspective-taking in close
friendships and romantic relationships. At the saime, the “hyperconnectivity” afforded by

the new digital media may negatively affect youtslity to develop an independent emotional
life. Moreover, the public nature of friendshipsinrantic relationships, and group membership
complicates the way these peer interactions arer@qred. By declaring publicly one’s
romantic partnerships and friendships, youth mageundue emphasis on social status and
overlook the importance of personal compatibilityattempting to define clearly and publicly
the boundaries of their group affiliations, youthymesort to the new forms of bullying made
possible by new media technologies.

As adults, we may watch today’s young people engatiethe new digital media and wonder if
they are a new breed. Our analysis suggests thiatntlotivations are actually quite ordinary and
satisfy typical developmental and social needs, Watle youth’s motivations may be easily
explained, the effects on their developing conceystiof selfhood, family, and peer relationships
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are less obvious. The questions we have raisdteiprocess are important for researchers,
parents, and educators to contemplate. As resaarbbgin to answer these questions
empirically, the knowledge they generate will pa®/guidance for parents and educators as they
continue their efforts to support the healthy depetent of today's youth.
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