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ABSTRACT

Young adults use social networking sites (SNSs) such as Facebook to engage as friends, yet there has been
little systematic research that has investigated their sense-making of friendship in relation to their uses of
Facebook, as well as how Facebook as a socio-technical system interacts with their friendship practices.
Twelve friendship discussion groups were conducted in urban and non-urban New Zealand, with 26
women and 25 men aged 18-25 years, in same and mixed-gender groups. Our social constructionist the-
matic analysis showed the young adults made sense of friendship through themes of ‘fun times together’,
an ‘investment’, ‘protection’ and ‘self-authenticity’, and these meanings were enacted in particular ways
within Facebook. This SNS was used primarily for enjoying friendship and ‘investing in’ friendships,
and friendship protection was required to maintain friends’ online privacy. Facebook provided a way to
demonstrate self-authenticity within friendship relationships through censored ‘show off” self-displays
and favoured friendship activities. Facebook supported, disrupted and modified these particular friendship
understandings by broadening the audience for friendship actions and intensifying friends’ responses
through 24/7 accessibility and instantaneous activity notifications. These interactions between friendship
understandings and Facebook as a socio-technical system demonstrate how friendship was reinforced,
negotiated and re-worked through this online context. Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

As young adults move beyond their families and assume a more self-focussed life within
their communities, friends are a crucial influence and support for their life transitions
(Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998). Young adults are also among the most active users of
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social network sites (SNSs) such as Facebook and MySpace (Duggan & Brenner, 2013),
suggesting a generational shift that sees them increasingly engage in and manage their
personal relationships within these online contexts (Tapscott, 2009). Investigations into
how SNS technology impacts on young adults’ friendships have moved from questioning
whether online friendships are as ‘real’ as face-to-face relationships to exploring how using
SNS might promote or undermine their friendships (Whitty, 2008). More recently,
inquiries have shifted to interactions between SNS technological affordances that ‘reach
out’ to young adults, and their appropriations of these affordances into their friendship
practices (Boyd, 2011). Affordances are opportunities for action that technologies offer
which people can utilise (Norman, 1988). SNS affordances range from specific actions
such as upload and display of photos to more general actions such as ‘broadcasting’ photos
beyond friends to a wider, and often invisible, audience. Within this focus on SNS
affordances and young adults’ friendships, however, there has been little systematic
research that has investigated young adults’ own understandings and practices of
friendship that they bring to their uses of SNSs.

Within psychology, friendship has frequently been studied as a developmental issue
(Bowlby, 1969; Giordano, 2003). Individual friendship qualities found to support young
adults’ life phase development include self-disclosure and liking (see Collins & Miller,
1994, for a review), help and support, shared interests and activities, and expressions of
closeness (Rybak & McAndrew, 2006). This research, however, often conceptualises
young adults as living through a particularly difficult ‘storm and stress’ developmental life
phase, or as ‘emerging adults’ troubled by moody, conflicting and risky behaviours
(Arnett, 2000). To conceptualise young people as ‘near adults’ in transition to becoming
‘whole’ persons, however, potentially undermines their autonomy by positioning them
as ‘at risk’ to succeed in society, thereby obscuring their own youth cultural practices
(Bucholtz, 2002). Rather than solely seeing friendship as consisting of specific individual
ingredients related to life course adaptations, friendship can also be productively
conceptualised as a relationship that is socially constructed (Burr, 2003) through people’s
shared practices and interpretations, situated within and shaped by particular socio-
historical and culturally constituted times and places (Bruner, 1990). A thorough examination
of young adult’s own ‘voices’, and specific friendship practices (both online and offline),
allows for fuller understanding of friendships and uses of SNS technology.

Today’s young adults have grown up with social networking technologies (Tapscott,
2009), and, as Beer (2008) argues, the influence of SNS technology in their social lives
may come to re-shape society’s broader understandings of friendship. The distinctive
properties of SNS technology, particularly its opportunities for action, or ‘affordances’
(Norman, 1988), have been discussed in depth by Boyd (2011) who argues for
considering the inherent dynamics of the digital environment with which young people
must contend. SNS affordances are the social channels (e.g. instant chat and messaging,
photo uploads and ‘search and display’) friends can utilise to connect and socialise with
each other on SNSs. Although these social channels enable friends to communicate,
however, they also engender affordance dynamics of wider, often invisible, audiences
to a user’s online participation. This in turn creates ‘collapsed contexts’ where social
boundaries are difficult to maintain, effectively producing an elision of public and private
spheres (Boyd, 2011).

As a social act, friendship is a performance that conveys multiple meanings and
interpretations in everyday life. When this performance is enacted on SNSs, the term
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‘friend’ is similarly used with a variety of meanings that are negotiated within the
networked connectivity and audience displays of this mediated space (Boyd, 2006). For
instance, although young adults primarily use SNSs to socialise with known friends (e.g.
Reich, Subrahmanyam, & Espinoza, 2012), they also use the ‘friend’ link to connect to
others to appear popular and cool, to alleviate the social anxiety of saying no to friend
requests, to view others’ social lives (Boyd, 2006) and to display who they are through
their social connections (Donath & Boyd, 2004). Young adults’ identity performances
on SNSs are strongly related to their group of friends rather than individual narcissist
self-displays (Larsen, 2007; Livingstone, 2008). For instance, group online photo displays
of friends are more frequent than photo displays of sole individuals (Livingstone, 2008),
and young people form impressions of each other’s authenticity on the basis of friends’
text comments on their Facebook pages (Walther, Van der Heide, Kim, Westerman,
& Tong, 2008). Young people therefore can be seen to co-construct their identity online
not only by using SNS affordances (e.g. a networked friendship audience) but by also
by representing themselves in relation to their friends (Larsen, 2007); as ‘this is who we
understand ‘me’ to be’ (Mallan & Giardina, 2009, para. 22). These types of findings
suggest that the meaning of ‘friendship’ may be changing within young adults’ mediated
social lives.

All SNSs have similar types of affordances and socio-technical and political
infrastructures. Here, we focus on Facebook as it is the dominant SNS in the Western
world with over 1 billion active users who daily share 4.75 billion content items (such
as comments and photos), make over 4.5 billion ‘likes’ (select ‘\/ ’ to endorse content)
and send more than 10 billion personal messages (Wagner, 2013). A Facebook user is
defined by a profile page (Wall) that displays their personal attributes such as name,
gender, education, relationship status and ‘likes’ of branded consumer products such as
movies, books and clothing. Users connect to each other as ‘friends’ and interact through
various actions such as add/accept ‘friends’; post status updates (write a comment on their
Wall); tag (assign a user’s name) photos and comments; and like and comment on friends’
pages. Users’ actions are published instantaneously onto friends’ Newsfeeds (real-time
displays of activities) and a user controls who views their activities through ‘friends’,
“friends of friends’ and ‘public’ privacy options. Functions such as ‘chat’ and ‘personal
messaging’ allow users more private interaction and a search function locates and displays
all network users. Facebook’s system design, functionality and affordances comprise the
socio-technical context in which young adults appropriate this SNS into their friendship
practices. Facebook affordances may influence young adults’ friendship practices in a
number of ways. For example, a wider invisible audience may mean that young adults
are conscious not to interact in an overly emotional way through Facebook status updates
(McLaughlin & Vitak, 2012), and there is more intense surveillance and analysis of
friends’ activities in this context than is possible in face-to-face interactions (Karakayali
& Kilic, 2013). This suggests that to ‘do’ friendship within a Facebook environment
may require new forms of friendship practices.

Whereas SNS affordances may influence young adults’ friendship practices, young
adults may in turn shape SNS technologies through such processes (Beer, 2008). This
interaction, or ‘appropriation’ (Dourish, 2001), takes place in relation to broader social,
political and economic institutions. For instance, Facebook is more than an SNS; it is also
a capitalist commercial platform for business interests to market their products in branded
‘friend’ pages and to access users’ information to display advertising on their pages

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Community Appl. Soc. Psychol., 25: 123-137 (2015)
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(Bucher, 2012). Further, Facebook is a socio-technical and political system with software
processing that is hidden from view and which may constrain, enable and shape people’s
interactions (Beer, 2009; Van Dijk, 2013). A focus on appropriation therefore helps to
overcome stark dualistic framings of online/offline friendship practices and avoids overly
deterministic understandings of SNS affordances. It focuses on the friendship meanings
and practices that young adults bring to social networking and the ways in which they take
up SNS affordances, as well as how SNSs, as a technology ‘inside’ their friendship
practices, may constitute ways they ‘do’ friendship. In summary, research shows us that
young adults actively appropriate SNS technology through their friendship practices, and
SNS technology ‘reaches out’ to engage with them in specific ways. The current study
therefore explored young adults’ sense-making of friendship and how this relates to
their Facebook friendship practices as well as the ways in which Facebook affordances
may influence these practices.

Methodology

This study took a social constructionist approach to explore young adults’ friendships. This
position focuses on the social realities people collectively construct within particular socio-
historical locations (Burr, 2003). Here, language is seen as a medium to enter into social
realities and, as we learn to use language purposively, a social tool to constitute our shared
meaning making (Bruner, 1990). We therefore focussed on ways young adults talked about
(used their language) to constitute their friendships, and their Facebook activities. Further,
as digital technologies, SNSs represent a material change in social structures, a new way of
actively constituting social realities through software that may constrain, enable and shape
people’s interactions (Beer, 2009; Van Dijk, 2013). There are power relations here because
SNS technology may constitute ‘friendship’ in particular forms through the design and
functioning of its software (e.g. a ‘friend’ is defined as part of a networked audience),
which may influence ways friendship is enacted and interpreted by young adults. It was
therefore crucial that when we explored how young adults bring SNSs into their friendship
practices, we also took account of how SNSs may influence these practices.

Procedure. Following institutional ethical approval, participants were recruited
through word-of-mouth and snowballing techniques. We sought existing friendship
groups, so one group member was approached in person and given a study information
sheet. This sheet detailed the aim of the study (‘to gain further knowledge and insight into
young adults’ friendships and social networking’) and the discussion group procedure
including participants’ rights and how the data would be analysed and reported. This
person then asked their friends to participate and gave them study details. Discussions took
place at participants’ homes or the university and were facilitated by the first author
(female and older than participants) using exploratory open-ended questions to prompt
discussion. These questions were about friendship (e.g. ‘what do you do together?” and
‘who is your friend?”) and about social networking (e.g. ‘do you use Facebook?” and ‘what
do you do with friends on Facebook?’). Discussions lasted between 1 and 2 hours and were
video- and voice-recorded with permission. A benefit of using existing friends in
discussion groups is that participants as friends will have already developed a sense of
rapport as a group and may find it easier to share personal opinions and experiences
(Crossley, 2002).

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Community Appl. Soc. Psychol., 25: 123-137 (2015)
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Friendship groups and participants. Twelve friendship group discussions were
conducted, with a total of 51 participants aged between 18 and 25 years (26 women; mean
age 20.2 years). Details of groups and participants are provided in Table 1. All participants
were of New Zealand European ethnicity except one Maori man, and one woman who
originated from South Africa. Participants were diverse in their occupations, education,
geographic locations and relationship status. Friendship durations ranged from many years
(from childhood) to a few months and years (from meeting mainly through work and
education venues). All participants were Facebook users, consistent with population
statistics demonstrating a high use of social networking in this age group in New Zealand
with Facebook as the dominant SNS (Bell, Crothers, Gibson, & Smith, 2012).

Analytic procedure. Friendship group video files were transcribed verbatim. Video
was used to assist in transcription because these conversations were intricate with friends
interrupting each other, completing each other’s sentences, over-talking, asides, pauses and
much laughter. We then conducted an inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
of participants’ talk. Our focus on young adults’ own socially produced interpretations of
friendship meant this was an appropriate method to utilise because it is data driven and
enables salient thematic categories to be inductively identified within young adults’ shared
language or sense-making of friendship and social networking. To explore how
‘friendship’ was constituted, we first highlighted common words (e.g. ‘funny’, ‘share’
and ‘effort’) and phrases utilised by participants (e.g. friends ‘have my back’ and friends
‘do not judge’) across the transcripts. We used these preliminary semantic codes to discuss
and derive higher level categories that we conceptualised as central themes regarding
friendship (e.g. friendship as an ‘investment’ of personal time and effort). We re-worked
and re-analysed the coherency and relevance of these higher order friendship themes
through re-readings within and across all transcripts and ongoing analysis discussions.
We then focussed on ways Facebook practices were talked about in relation to these
central friendship themes (e.g. Facebook was an ‘easy’ and ‘fun’ way to invest time and

Table 1. Details of friendship groups and participants (N=51)

Ages Geographic

Group Participants (years) location” Occupations
1 4 women (1 couple) 19-20 Major city Cafe workers, actor, bank teller
2 5 men 18-19 City University students,

retail worker, electrician
3 7 women 19-20  Small town College skills program students
4 3 men 18  Small town Employment skills program

students
5 4 men 20 City University students
6 3 women 22-25 Major city University student, lawyers
7 3 men 20 Major city Computer programmer,

law student, navy cadet
8 2 women, 2 men 20 Town Cafe workers, university students
9 5 women 18  Major city High school students
10 1 woman, 4 men (1 couple) 23-24 Major city Computer technicians, dentists
11 2 women, 1 man (1 couple) 22-24 City Driver, HR manager, teacher
12 2 women 3 men (1 couple) 19-20 City Polytechnic students

"Cities by population: major city > 400,000; city > 40,000; town > 4000; small town > 2000.
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effort in friends) in terms of consensus, tensions and resistances to Facebook, and the
implications of these for meanings and practices of friendship.

ANALYSIS

We derived four primary themes from participants’ talk about friendship, namely
friendship as ‘fun times together’, an ‘investment’, ‘protection’ and ‘self-authenticity’.
These central friendship themes were also apparent in participants’ discussions about their
use of Facebook. In this context, friendship practices were reinforced, disrupted and
modified owing to the socio-technical infrastructure. In response, young adults conformed
to, negotiated and resisted Facebook’s mediation of their friendship practices through new
forms of friendship response, privacy and identity work. These recursive interactions
between young adults’ ‘doing’ of friendship and Facebook as a socio-technical system
are described later, using quotes as exemplars of particular points.

Friendship as ‘fun times together’

In the participants’ discussions about friendship, we identified a central theme of friendship
as ‘fun times together’. To be together as friends was predominantly ‘just fun’—a phrase
that highlights enjoyment is taken for granted in their socialising. Yet this enjoyment was
also consistently and repeatedly described as ‘real’, ‘good’, ‘best’ and ‘so much’,
suggesting it is a prized outcome of being together. To ‘have fun’ was embedded in shared
activities such as talking, watching movies, playing sports and games, drinking and
‘hanging out’. Participants’ descriptions of all these activities centred on the fun, laughter
and entertainment they experienced together. When participants were asked ‘who was a
friend’, they emphasised that a friend is a socially fun person:

Jack: ...you’ve gotta have a fun time with them otherwise it’s just it’s just an awkward mess really.

(FG7)

Andy: Yeah funny. I'm a pretty funny dude and I want to hang out with funny mates...Otherwise if
my mates are dry they’re not really my mates you know.

(FG11)

Overall, friendship as ‘fun times together’ evoked a strong sense of camaraderie,
positioning friends as outgoing, inclusive, positive and entertaining. This theme
demonstrates the value of investigating young adults’ shared meaning making, opening
up a new perspective for their friendship practices beyond developmental framings
(Giordano, 2003) and a privileging of romantic and sexual relationships (Collins, Welsh,
& Furman, 2009).

The theme of ‘fun times together’ was also identified in participants’ talk about their
Facebook activities such as posting funny jokes, comments, photos and video clips (e.g.
‘Oh my god look at this. It’s so funny’, Dani, FG9). Facebook easily affords sharing of
fun activities, so that instead of people enjoying this fun alone, they can engage in
friendship practices whereby with just a click of a button they can have fun together by
enjoying the same humorous video clips, photos and posted jokes. This provision of a
fun space for young adults powerfully embeds Facebook as a technical system within their

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Community Appl. Soc. Psychol., 25: 123-137 (2015)
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friendship practices. Participants identified ‘stalking’ (searching and browsing other
people’s profiles) as a particular type of fun they had together on Facebook:

Emily: Oh they go out with this person. Oh {all laugh}.

Carly: I always see him at the blah blah {laughs}.

Beth: It’s basically just like keeping in the loop like knowing who everyone is kind of.

Emily: And I think before Facebook everyone was like it was more gossip. That went round and
now it’s like you can just link a photo.

(FG9)

The ‘search and display’ affordance that enables stalking as ‘gossip’ behaviour
reinforces friendship as a shared sense of fun associated with the excitement of viewing
others” romantic and sexual pursuits, yet it simultaneously creates new tensions. The
following excerpt highlights how knowledge gained through stalking on Facebook was
also constructed as inappropriate:

Anna: ... And I’'m just like who are you? Like I've been stalking you for. This is awkward and
you can’t stop.

Emily: I've stalked someone. I’ve walked past and I’'m like I know you and then I'm like oh my
God I've stalked you! {all laugh}.

(FG9)

Anna’s reference to ‘awkward’ viewing reveals that stalking requires boundaries, and
she knows she crosses those boundaries as she invades a non-friend’s privacy, but she
‘can’t stop’. Such tensions were prevalent for many participants, particularly when
stalking was exposed in everyday life. Friends’ shared laughter with Emily suggests
they all relate to this fun activity as embarrassing when it is exposed beyond the
boundaries of Facebook. As well as exposure tensions, there was a reciprocal tension
in being stalked by others:

Jane: ...we went to a club and he said to Dylan oh you’ve changed the colour of your hair and
she’s never met this guy in her life. Like have I met you somewhere before? And he’s like
oh I've just seen some photos of you on Facebook and she’s like oh my god wow!

(FG1)

An anonymous stranger knowing that Dylan has changed her hair colour demonstrates
common exposure experiences when non-friends overstep privacy boundaries. The ‘search
and display’ affordance opens up shared fun that friends can have together stalking others
but also positions people as vulnerable to shameful prying and others’ stalking invasions.
These tensions require ‘boundary work’ (a new form of friendship work), which involves
justifying stalking as friendship fun and resisting being positioned by the system as
illegitimate voyeurs. Facebook’s technical capability to link people together in a digital
network enables ‘having fun together’ as an instantaneous and always there entertainment.
This is a powerful position for the system’s commercial owners. The system is deliberately
highly engaging by providing the space where young adults have fun together. To be
‘inside’ friendship ensures young adults are dependent on the system, and this dependency
sets up the power to shape ways friendship is understood and practiced.
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Friendship as ‘investment’

Another central theme identified in participants’ discussions was friendship as an
‘investment’. This investment related to spending ‘time’ and making an ‘effort’ to be
involved with friends. There was a consistently repeated phrase of ‘what’s the point?’
for people who did not invest time and effort in friends. This theme was most apparent
when participants gave advice regarding friendship, as exemplified by Carla:

Carla: I'd say cherish them. Like your real friends. Make time for them. Even if you know there’s
all sorts of friendships and some might be here. Some might be far away. Friends here and
all over the country and overseas but cherish them because I reckon that a lot of people you could
be friends for life if you put the effort in.

(FG10)

This serious personal investment positioned friends as responsible to make the effort
to be interested in and involved in each other’s welfare and lives, whereas a non-friend
neglected this investment (e.g. ‘...people that are going to put effort in to like want to
hang out with you and shit rather than you making the effort to go to them all the time’,
Alex, FGS5). This ‘investment’ is related to ‘support’, a major psychological friendship
quality that is theorised as the amount of mutual emotional and instrumental assistance
friends reliably give each other (Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998; Rybak & McAndrew,
2006). In this context, ‘support’ is an everyday ongoing investment required by friends,
and this was an especially prominent part of friendship meanings and practices on
Facebook.

Friendship as an ‘investment’ was evident in participants’ discussions of their Facebook
activities. The system’s 24/7 geographical network connectivity and ‘search and display’
affordances alleviated the time and effort to keep up with (physically) distant friends and
was a relatively effortless way to invest time in face-to-face friends. Yet this investment
also effectively invoked a new form of friendship ‘response work’:

Beth: ...I'll be studying and then I'll like look at Facebook and just like check up on stuff and so
then so it’s like I spend like two minutes on it cause I and then I do some more study and then
I'll check it again for like two minutes. So it’s not like I go there and have missed out on
heaps and have to scroll down for ages.

(FG9)

This dominant construction of Facebook viewing as a regular episodic checking routine
is called into being by the system’s ‘always on’ affordances and therefore becomes
expected as a new form of friendship practice. The system further prompts this friendship
work when it sends (via pages, texts and emails) instantaneous notifications of friends’
activities:

Alex: ... I used to get those notifications on my phone but I turned that off cause after a while it
just got really annoying. I'd wake up with like nineteen texts and I’d be like yay! And then
they’re like from Facebook from Facebook from Facebook from Facebook.

Ben: ... All you do is deactivate it so no-one can see your profile but until you log back on all
your information’s still there so you can’t get rid of Facebook {laughs}. You’re stuffed.

(FGS)
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These ‘really annoying’ system notifications are driven by participants using Facebook
as an entertaining and efficient way to spend time with friends. Yet when this friendship
work becomes too intrusive, they turn notifications off or, in more extreme cases,
‘deactivate it’ as Ben tries to do, but he logs back on and ‘can’t get rid of Facebook’.
Despite temporarily turning off Facebook at times, all participants always re-connected.
These interactions reveal Facebook, as a socio-technical system, reinforces friends as
investors, and, as a commercial platform that mines consumer data (Bucher, 2012), it
has a vested interest to generate response work that positions users as always online. Social
networking as friendship investment may help to explain the intensity of time spent on
Facebook by young adults over the past decade (Coyne, Padilla-Walker, & Howard, 2013)

Friendship as ‘self-authenticity’

A further central theme identified through the analysis of participants’ discussions was
‘self-authenticity’, which was in part the importance of ‘genuineness’ and ‘transparency’
in a friend, and also an acceptance of one’s ‘self’ that was engendered through friendship
interactions. It was important to be a genuine friend to others by being open towards them:

Jack: Oh it’s it’s gotta be someone who you can see through and they don’t mind it...
(FG7)

Beth: Someone you can be yourself around.

(FGI11)

Friendship as self-acceptance involved participants positioning friends as people who
did not judge others negatively when they disclosed their vulnerabilities, as people with
whom they could be themselves, relax, feel safe, not put on an act and be accepted for
who they were:

Loren: That’s important aye, not judging people.

Jane: Yeah because if you tell something to someone and they judge you all the time then that’s
not really a friend.

Loren: Nah.

Tara: Just put you down

Jane: Someone you feel safe with as well.

Tara: Someone you can have fun with as well just be yourself aye, like we’re always just real goofy...

(FG1)

This excerpt exemplifies the importance of friends for personal emotional security and
their positioning as the arbiters of self-authenticity (‘just be yourself”). This ‘friendship
and self’ interaction accords with the friendship qualities of ‘acceptance’ and ‘confiding’,
which are found to be strongly associated with young adults’ friendships (Hartup &
Stevens, 1999; Rybak & McAndrew, 2006). This self-authenticity theme underscores the
high value participants placed on friendship in relation to a secure and authentic sense of
self, yet to be themselves with friends through Facebook activities led to tensions that
had to be negotiated.

To be themselves and have fun was a central understanding of friends’ activities
on Facebook, particularly uses of status updates to share personal thoughts and activities
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(e.g. “Yeah I post something deep or just something trivial and random and something that
people will probably interpret as funny’ Tom, FG8). Yet these activities were also
constituted negatively as friends ‘showing off’, as displaying inauthentic behaviour.
Participants felt annoyance and derision towards friends and other people who posted
updates about life successes. Facebook’s technical infrastructure allows people to
‘broadcast’ photos of successful life activities from almost anywhere in the world to vast
audiences of friends and beyond. This technical capability easily affords these show-off
displays and puts the system in a powerful position to shape ways people express their
lives. This broadcasting, however, raises tensions:

Pam: My most annoying one is when people say how amazing their life is.

Eva: Yeah all the time. I'm travelling on the Greek Islands and it’s amazing and it’s thirty two

degrees and I just met the love of my life

Jan: Especially when you’re having a bad day {laughs}....

Pam: And it’s like and it’s funny because you can make the connection cause those are the kinds
of friends you don’t want like in real life. You don’t want friends that are like that in real
life. Who are always talking about themselves and how great their life is.

(FG6)

These annoying show-off displays identify tension in friends being themselves together
online. This tension arises from Facebook’s technical capability to not only link friends but
to also display each person individually, setting up an enforced self-performance to an
audience that must be negotiated. To perform the ‘self” online risked being positioned as
a non-friend, or ‘friends you don’t want’. Cathy voiced a common reason why show-off
displays may be so unsettling:

Cathy: ... cause people on Facebook talk their life up to being more than it is. And it makes peo-
ple feel inadequate and then oh I wasn’t going to that party and there’s all these pictures of
people at this party and I didn’t go to there you know. And this person’s doing this great
thing and I'm not doing that.

(FGI11)

This feeling of inadequacy was prevalent for participants when they discussed ‘show
off” displays. This suggests Facebook affords friends a way to share themselves (to be
authentic) but also exposes them to broader audiences of acquaintances whose self-
aggrandising personal displays may disrupt notions of self-authenticity. This disruption
is resisted by positioning these acquaintances online as ‘show offs’. Thus, although
friendships are integral to self-authenticity, this may become problematic in an online
system where self-identity is also displayed through individual attributes of social success
(e.g. education, relationship status and occupation) and wealth (e.g. clothing, jewellery,
cars and holiday locations). Our participants resisted these displays of selfthood as
inauthentic (‘showing off”) and instead privileged displays of a ‘relational self’—a person
connected to others through friendship. Facebook as a socio-technical system creates an
online space where friends can largely not be faked, and this is seen as a more authentic
form of successful selthood. This perhaps explains why young adults perform their
successful identities online through photo displays of friends (Livingstone, 2008) and
friends’ text comments on their Facebook pages (Walther et al., 2008).
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Friendship as ‘protection’

In participants’ talk of friendship, we also identified a central theme of ‘protection’, which
involved unconditional caring and safeguarding. The phrase ‘has my back’ was prevalent
when participants talked about the ways in which friends had protected them across a range
of experiences, from defending against others’ verbal attacks to emotional support to more
dangerous life threatening events. In the following excerpt, Paul constructs a friend as a
person who protects him from social ridicule:

Paul: T know that these guys can make fun of me but then if someone we didn’t know tried to
make fun of me these guys would have my back and be like don’t talk shit about my friend.
But a bad friend would be someone that was like would join in with the random guy and be
like {pause} that’s a bad friend. I’d hate that.

(FG2)

Paul’s positioning of his friends as defenders against others’ undermining him highlights
the personal and emotional care that was highly valued and required of friends. This
protection is consistent with the key friendship quality of ‘support’ as emotional and
instrumental assistance (Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998; Rybak & McAndrew, 2006). To
have friends’ backs was also a dominant phrase when participants discussed their uses
of Facebook, particularly their uptake of Facebook’s photo-sharing affordances.

Participants constructed their uses of Facebook photos (e.g. comment, tag and ‘like’) as
shared memories and ongoing social fun online. As these photos made social fun visible to
invisible audiences, participants felt concerned about employers and family negatively
judging their photos and activities, particularly their drinking. They felt compelled to enact
friendship as ‘protection’ for their friends’ Facebook displays. This is a new form of
privacy (friendship) work, and responsibility often centred on negotiations about the line
between fun and embarrassing photos:

Brad: Um obviously you think about how the person is going to feel about you posting a photo to
their profile and if you think it’s too embarrassing to put there then you won’t.

Adam: You might put it there because it is too embarrassing.

Brad: I wouldn’t want the person to be angry.

Adam: Depends on the situation aye?

Brad: Depends who it is and what the photo’s of.

Adam: Yeah.

Doug: If it’s like if it’s supposed to be fun.

Carla: If it’s funny yeah but if it’s emb-, like in a mean way.

(FG10)

This privacy work effectively brings to the forefront young adults’ privacy negotiations
in their friendships and online photo sharing activities (see also Tonks, 2012). Participants
constructed privacy as a balance between friendship ‘protection’ and friendship as ‘having
fun together’ in Facebook. This negotiation suggests that having fun together with
Facebook photos requires new ways of doing privacy in a context where traditional notions
of ‘public’ and ‘private’ are disrupted. Facebook’s privacy functionality is based on a
‘choose to share’ policy that is open ended and users choose their own restrictions. This
means that as new functionality is introduced, it is the user’s responsibility to restrict
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audiences’ access to this information. This ‘choose to share’ policy and ongoing system
updates make it difficult to monitor and manage the privacy of activities within the system.
This new form of friendship work is intensified when Facebook sends continuous
notifications of friends’ photo actions through Facebook pages, text and email channels:

Hana: ... but usually if I don’t like a photo I untag myself.

Gary: Yeah I have a notify-, yeah just use the notifications aye?...

Hana: Yeah you always check it and if you don’t like it or whatever you untag it and ask them if
they=

Gary: = If you’re going on it every day you’re gonna see it pretty much instantly so you can just get rid

of it instantly.

(FG12)

The system’s 24/7 photo notifications intensify this routine ‘check’ and ‘untag’ friendship
photo work as seen in Gary’s admission that unwanted photos will be ‘instantly’ removed,
underscoring the need to constantly check Facebook. Facebook positions young adults as
sharers of social fun, but they must also continuously protect each other’s backs, a key
friendship understanding they bring to Facebook. Friendship privacy work accords with
findings that young adults disclose private experiences to their friends online, but they want
to control and manage this disclosure (Livingstone, 2008). Over the past decade, Facebook
privacy has become an increasingly important area of research (Wilson, Gosling, & Graham,
2012), and the friendship as ‘protection’ meaning provides insights in this area.

CONCLUSIONS

Our findings demonstrate how young adults’ friendship is conceptualised and practiced in re-
lation to Facebook—a routine and embedded social technology in their daily lives. All our
participants used Facebook routinely every day to interact with their face-to-face friends. This
contests the notion of friendship on SNSs as ‘not real’ (Whitty, 2008) and supports findings
that young adults socialise on SNSs with their known friends (e.g. Reich et al., 2012) and
sometimes for many hours of every day (Coyne et al., 2013). The young adults in our study
made sense of friendship as ‘fun times together’, an ‘investment’ and ‘protection’, and these
friendship themes were evident when Facebook was taken up as a tool to ‘do’ friendship.
Facebook was used to evoke and reinforce the enjoyment and investment of friendship
through activities such as funny comments, ‘likes’ and tags. Friendship protection was also
used when friends filtered photos to protect each other’s privacy within a wider audience.
The importance of friendship for demonstrating self-authenticity was shown when
Facebook friendship photo and activity displays were privileged, and displays of successful
selthood (e.g. boasting about life successes) were censored as ‘show off’ self-displays.
Facebook, in turn, reinforced, disrupted and modified these forms of friendship by broaden-
ing the audience for friendship actions and intensifying friends’ responses to each other
through 24/7 accessibility and instantaneous activity notifications. These interactions
between understandings of friendship and Facebook as a system of affordances demonstrate
how friendship was reinforced, negotiated and re-worked through this online context.
Technologies are argued to be appropriated through a process of initial unreliability to
consistent operation so that as we trust their operation, they become ‘black boxed’ and invisible
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(Dourish, Graham, Randall, & Rouncefield, 2010; Latour, 1999). Our findings highlight how
Facebook is absorbed into young adults’ lives through specific processes of sense-making and
social practices tied to their friendships. This absorption, however, is a recursive process
involving power relations between Facebook as a socio-technical and political system and
young adults as users. It is argued that the ‘sinking of software into our mundane routines
[through] social networking sites, means that these new vital and intelligent power structures
are on the inside of our everyday lives’ (Beer, 2009, p. 995). SNSs are power structures
because computations (software, algorithms and affordances) are invisible but may prescribe,
constrain, enable and suppress people’s interactions online (Beer, 2009; Van Dijk, 2013).

Our findings demonstrate the power relations involved in the interactions between young
adults’ friendship practices and their uptake of Facebook’s affordances. The boundary,
response, privacy and identity work enacted by young adults in interaction with Facebook
can be viewed as negotiations and resistances to a system that reinforces their friendship
practices but also positions them as individual highly visible self-performing consumers.
Facebook has a vested interest in developing and sustaining new forms of friendship work.
As abusiness enterprise, this system monitors users’ friend interactions, and their interactions
with commercial ‘friends’ (company branded pages that may be ‘liked’) so that each response
—‘click’—garners a wealth of consumer information (Bucher, 2012). This consumer
information, gained from the free labour of system users, is then exploited by Facebook to
make a profit through third-party advertising and other capitalist enterprises (Fuchs, 2010).
Future theorising of young adults’ friendships therefore could scrutinise commercial impera-
tives that encourage ‘friendship’ practices and influence the form Facebook affordances take.
The current exploratory study with young (mainly NZ European) adult friends in New
Zealand has generated some preliminary insights into these topics that are worth further in-
vestigation in other contexts and within other socio-cultural (e.g. ethnicity and class) groups.

In conclusion, young adults’ sense of friendship is grounded within a continuous
connection to a hyper-visual and instantaneous friendship community. When this is
coupled with the requirement for authentic friendship, more intensive friendship work is
required for young adults. Facebook as a socio-technical and political system ‘reaches
out’ through its affordances with ‘always on’ friend activities, calling for responses 24/7,
and a ‘real’ friend is always there to respond. Future work could usefully explore ways
in which friendships, SNS affordances and discourses of authenticity and identity within
these contexts may be re-shaping young people’s social lives.
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