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Social network sites (SNSs) like MySpace and Facebook are important venues for interpersonal communication, especially amongst youth. One way in which members can communicate is to write public messages on each other’s profile, but how is this unusual means of communication used in practice? An analysis of 2,293 public comment exchanges extracted from large samples of US and UK MySpace members found them to be relatively rapid but rarely used for prolonged exchanges. They seem to fulfil two purposes: making initial contact and keeping in touch occasionally, such as at birthdays and other important dates. Although about half of the dialogs seem to exchange some gossip, the dialogs seem typically too short to play the role of gossip-based “social grooming”, for typical pairs of Friends, although close Friends may well still communicate extensively in SNSs with other methods.

Introduction

Social network sites (SNSs) seem to have been adopted as key social device by a broad range of society in many countries (boyd & Ellison, 2007), particularly teenagers (e.g., Lenhart, Madden, Macgill, & Smith, 2007; Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2007) and those in higher education (e.g., Tufekci, 2008b). Improved understanding of the new phenomenon of SNS communication is therefore needed for those seeking to help users, including communication skills teachers, people working with socially struggling pupils and students, and psychiatrists and social workers seeking to identify social or psychological problems through online behaviour (as achieved for offline text, e.g., Pennebaker, Mehl, & Niederhoffer, 2003; Pennebaker, Mayne, & Francis, 1997). In addition, improved knowledge of how SNSs work could aid the identification of threatening or inappropriate online activities (a goal of the project funding the current research) and creative industries seeking to accurately portray or exploit contemporary social media use. Moreover, SNS communication seems to be informal and to often (but not always) occur between genuine friends and so may potentially offer valuable evidence about how friendship communication occurs, and what makes it succeed or fail. For all these varied reasons, basic research is needed to gain broad understanding of how various forms of SNS communication work.

In this paper the focus is on public interpersonal communication between SNS members in the form of public comments posted on each other’s profile page, focussing on one of the most used sites, MySpace. These comments seem to be typically informal short messages (Thelwall, 2009b) between Friends (boyd, 2006) and are apparently an essential component of the popularity of SNSs (Kim & Yun, 2007). Nevertheless, there is no quantitative evidence for the importance of public comments since statistical analyses of SNSs based upon questionnaires or interviews tend to emphasise purposes for using SNSs rather than teasing out the specific communication methods used (e.g., Joinson, 2008; Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2008; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008).

This study examines basic characteristics of dialogs between Friends in MySpace expressed through public comments. This is not only a preliminary step towards future research to fully understand the purposes for which social network comments are used, but is also to assess what they can reveal about the success of SNSs. In particular, since social grooming through gossip has been hypothesised to be an important factor in the success of SNSs (Donath, 2007; Tufekci, 2008b), this study assesses whether gossip-like exchanges are common in public comments.

Literature review

This section examines research relevant to communication in MySpace, starting with a general theoretical overview of computer-mediated communication (CMC) research.

General CMC Theories

In terms of inter-personal communication, the Internet and electronic devices seem to be used in varied and complementary ways by individuals to help maintain their personal and professional networks. For example, posting and commenting on personal videos in YouTube can be a strategy to maintain contact with distant relatives (Lange, 2007). Early theories of electronic communication assumed that bandwidth was a key consideration, especially for ambiguous communication, because sensual properties such as media richness (Daft & Lengel, 1984; Kock, 2005) or the ability to create a sense of social presence (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 2003; Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976) were necessary for effective communication. Later research showed that even very simple communication tools could be effective for ambiguous messages. This is clear, for example, from the widespread success of text messaging: exchanging messages can build a feeling of affinity between participants (Hancock, Landrigan, & Silver, 2007; Nardi, 2005; see also Riva, 2002) because user inventiveness (Walther, 1992), such as through emoticons, can partly circumvent the limitations of simple message formats. This is the essence of Walther’s (1992) Social Information Processing theory, which therefore emphasises the ability of users to circumvent technical limitations of devices. Hence, even short text-based comments in MySpace should not be regarded as necessarily conveying little information.

Nardi’s (2005) work-based theory of the key dimensions of (online or offline) connection includes: affinity (creating a feeling of affinity between participants), commitment (expressing commitment to the relationship) and attention (engaging the attention of another for an important communication). Of these, affinity seems directly relevant to social networks. Humans use various methods to create affinity, including touch (hugging, kissing, patting, shaking hands), and informal conversation (Nardi, 2005). Nardi’s analysis of instant messaging (IM) showed that touch was often simulated through descriptions (e.g., “hugs”, “X” for a kiss, “O” for a hug) (see also Derks, Bos, & von Grumbkow, 2008). Informal communication could often be relatively content-free, such as exchanges of simple greetings or discussion of the weather, known as phatic communion (Malinowski, 1923). From this, it seems likely that MySpace comments would frequently convey emotion or simple greetings for the purpose of maintaining contact.

Most CMC research seems to have focused on communication in a non-recreational purposive context, such as computer-supported cooperative work or electronic learning environments, or on communication in relatively self-contained online environments, such as internet discussion forums or chatrooms (Walther & Parks, 2002; Whittaker, 2003), although Walther and Parks (2002) do take into account offline communication. SNSs do not easily fit these descriptions and so existing CMC theories should be applied to them cautiously. In contrast, the useful notion of networked individualism (Wellman et al., 2003), is derived from contrasting pre-Internet offline communities – particularly geographically-oriented groups – with communication patterns generated by various Internet technologies. In particular, the social affordances of the new technology help to support a move away from traditional styles of community towards a more interconnected, less cohesive society. The networked individual may be part of geographically-organised communities but is also likely to use a variety of electronic means to maintain connections with a much wider group of people that would not form a community in the traditional sense. The structures formed by these connections are likely to be more flexible and to incorporate much looser ties than appropriate for the traditional concept of community. The motivation for networked individualism may lie not only in the affordances of the technology but also the importance of individuals’ networks to their personal status (Larsen, Urry, & Axhausen, 2006). 

SNSs and networked individualism

SNSs are Web sites that allow members to create their own profile containing personal information, to connect to other members of the community as “Friends” or equivalent, and to display lists of Friends for other users to browse (boyd & Ellison, 2007). Well-known SNSs include MySpace and Facebook but there are many different types and national variations in the most popular (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Thelwall, 2009c). SNSs tend to allow members to communicate with each other in many ways. In particular, users can express or broadcast their identity by the appearance or content of their profile (boyd & Heer, 2006; Liu, 2007), including music, video and images. Members can also normally communicate privately with email or instant messages and can broadcast personal messages to Friends in the form of public comments written on Friends’ profiles. Hence, the typical SNS (including Facebook and MySpace) is ostensibly a richly-featured multimedia hub for communication between Friends – although the term Friend could actually mean close friend, more distant friend, acquaintance or nothing (boyd, 2006; Thelwall, 2008).


Do SNSs typically support the formation of specific, relatively self-contained communities, as forums seem to, or are they more commonly one of a range of means used by networked individuals to manage their interpersonal communication? Whilst both are almost certainly widespread uses of SNSs, the latter seems to be more common and is supported by current research. Although SNSs contain the public connections necessary to form a community, most research suggests that the major SNSs integrate into the lives of members, with online Friends normally being known offline (boyd, 2004, 2006; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Lampe et al., 2008) and usage patterns reflecting offline activity rhythms (Golder, Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007). A study of US teenage MySpace members argued that the networks in MySpace did not form groups (or a community in the traditional sense) but should be thought of as ego-centred (boyd, 2006). This is supported by research emphasising the use of Facebook to manage relatively loose networks of friends (“weak ties”) (Steinfield, Ellison, & Lampe, 2008). The more specialist SNSs that seem to support online community formation, such as BodySpace.com (Ploderer, Howard, & Thomas, 2008) and perhaps Last.FM (Baym, 2008), are much less successful than general SNSs like MySpace and Facebook. 

In summary, Friend connections should be thought of as primarily meaningful from the perspective of individuals rather than groups. In fact boyd casts MySpace as part of a significantly weaker connecting mechanism. Using the concept of “networked publics”, meaning transient, loosely connected audiences, she emphasises that MySpace profiles are searchable so can be read by a wide potential audience. An awareness of this can lead members to perceive of their profile, if not their public comments, as partly a performance to an unknown audience rather than specific communication with friends and acquaintances (boyd, 2006; boyd, 2008). This idea is consistent with other research that emphasises the performance aspects of MySpace (Liu, 2007; Tufekci, 2008a).

SNSs and social grooming

Related to the kinds of connections fostered by SNSs is the issue of why they are so popular. Donath (2007) argues that they support the development of trust, identity projection and risk-taking, which are important in a social context. This explains why they can be successful but not why they are successful. One promising reason is that SNSs are a forum for the fundamental human activity of social grooming – maintaining relationships with others through gossip or other minor activities (Donath, 2007; Tufekci, 2008b). Social grooming has been claimed to be an important human activity from an evolutionary perspective because it helps people to build trusting relationships that could be useful in times of crisis (Dunbar, 1998). SNS Friending and communication mechanisms offer a technological way to allow individuals to maintain much larger networks of relationships than the 150 that had previously been normal in everyday life (Donath, 2007; Dunbar, 1998). This is because the technology makes communication at a distance possible and efficient. There is indirect evidence for this in the sense that people who do not join SNSs seem to be those that are less interested in gossip (Tufekci, 2008b) and from one study that found 96% of college students tested used SNS to keep in touch with friends (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008).

The social grooming hypothesis incorporates relationship building through social exchanges but there is an important outcome of the gossip aspect of social grooming that does not necessarily entail building relationships: social information gathering (Baumeister, Zhang, & Vohs, 2004). Gossip is loosely defined as “rumor or report of an intimate nature” or “chatty talk” according to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary and therefore implies more information exchange than in phatic communion. Although dictionary definitions have tended to emphasise the role of gossip in spreading negative information, it is now acknowledged that gossip is also frequently used for positive messages (Baumeister et al., 2004). Whilst the exact function of gossip is debated, it seems to be used not only for finding out about the gossip partner, but also for sharing information about others (Wert & Salovey, 2004), and discovering the cultural norms of society (Baumeister et al., 2004). There is clear evidence of this kind of social learning from one large study of Facebook in terms of learning how to actively use the SNS itself (Burke, Marlow, & Lento, 2009) and from another study indicating that information browsed in Facebook Wall postings was used to evaluate those commented on (Walther, Van der Heide, Kim, Westerman, & Tong, 2008). In primitive societies this intelligence may have been gained almost exclusively by gossip or direct observation but can also be achieved in other ways that suggest that the human need for social information gathering is independent of the need to gossip. For example, reading newspaper gossip columns and gossip magazines is a popular impersonal form of social information gathering.

SNSs can support social information gathering either via gossip – exchanging public or private messages – or by unobtrusively browsing Friends’ profiles and public comments. If the latter is more common, then the social grooming hypothesis for the popularity of SNSs overstates the importance of relationship-building and underestimates the importance of information gathering. Evidence against the social grooming hypothesis and in favour of the pure social information gathering alternative can be found in the widespread popularity of finding out about others in Facebook (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006), later described as “social searching and surveillance” (Joinson, 2008), although the prevalence of positive emotion in MySpace comments suggests a supportive rather than an information dissemination role (Thelwall, Wilkinson, & Uppal, in press). In addition, the viewing of others’ personal pictures (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008) could also be part of social information gathering, although picture commenting is also common (Haddon & Kim, 2007) and this could be a form of gossip.

Despite the hypothesised importance of gossip, the role that direct communication in SNSs plays in social information gathering is unknown. For example, is gossip-type information primarily exchanged directly or is it primarily exchanged indirectly, by profile browsing? It seems likely that closer Friends would exchange more direct gossip, perhaps using private messages, since one indication of friendship is the sharing of private information (Tardy & Dindia, 2006), particularly for females (Aukett, Ritchie, & Mill, 1988). It also seems possible that distant Friends would use profile-browsing instead of direct gossip, or would perhaps not indulge in information gathering. Close Friends may also use indirect methods instead of just private messages, however, since closer ties can generate multiple communication channels (Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 1998). Moreover, a majority of registered MySpace members (62%) in one study had not received any comments on their profile (Parks, 2008) and MySpace, comments seem to be predominantly trivial and short (Thelwall, 2009b), suggesting that little social information is exchanged overall.

Research questions

The research questions are descriptive, as is appropriate for early exploratory basic research into a new online phenomenon (Thelwall, Wouters, & Fry, 2008), but are also relevant to the role of public comments in social grooming in MySpace. For the latter, the questions support a discussion of whether the typical public comment dialog between Friends is used for gossip in the form of extended message exchanges. This is based upon the assumption that gossip requires several messages to be exchanged because initial communication between people is typically phatic, which a qualitative analysis of the MySpace data supports. Hence extended communication seems to be needed for genuine exchanges of social information.

· What is the typical length of public MySpace comment dialogs? The predominance of Short dialogs would indicate that they are not normally used for extended chatting or exchanges of gossip. 

· How rapid are MySpace public comment exchanges? If they are almost instant like chat or slower, like email, then this would suggest the type of communication present in them. 

· What are the common temporal patterns in comment dialogs? Knowledge of typical patterns would suggest possible uses, such as whether they were likely to be used for gossip.

· What proportion of public dialogs contains gossip in the sense of exchanging information about the participants or others?

Methods

In order to investigate dialogs in MySpace, three different samples of members were used. First, a systematic sample of long term members was taken: those who had joined up to 3 July 2007. This sample was taken on the basis of member IDs, taking about every 5,000th member for a total of 40,000. This sample contains both old and newer members and there may be differences in patterns of behaviour by membership length, so two additional samples were taken: members joining on 3 July 2006 (30,000 selected by member ID in steps of 15) and members joining on 18 June 2007 (30,000 selected by member ID in steps of 15). From each of these three sets two subsets were selected: UK-based members with public profiles and US members with public profiles. The restriction to a single country ensures a relatively homogenous subset and the UK and US have the most MySpace members (Thelwall, 2008). Only members with public profiles were taken as the dialogs of other members are not visible to non-Friends. 


For each member, a Friend was chosen at random using a random number generator to select from all Friends that (a) commented on the member’s profile and (b) had a public profile. All comments between such pairs of Friends were recorded along with their creation time and date. Dialogs were only used if both partners participated throughout, which was operationalised as: (a) at least three comments were exchanged, and (b) both partners contributed at least one of the first four and one of the last four comments. The resulting dialogs formed the raw data, which was collected between November 2008 and December 2008. See Table 1 for the sample sizes. 

Here is an example of a dialog of five comments between members A and B extracted as above (comments modified for anonymity).

9 Jun 2007 15:19 A->B: safee pudu fuk knows ow 2 use dis ting lol


9 Jun 2007 15:22 B->A: hey big boy


6 Mar 2008 14:22 A->B: HAPPY B-DAY. Hope u n boyz r all well n gud.

7 Mar 2008 2:36 B->A: [Image Message]

9 Dec 2008 9:48 B->A: Mezzy xmas [Embedded Image] geeza


To address the first two research questions, simple programs were written to count comments per dialog and the gaps between comments within dialogs. A more complex procedure was developed to address the third research question. Based upon a manual exploration of the data, dialogs seemed to frequently consist of periodic short exchanges. To capture this, dialogs were conceptualised as comprised of a series of exchanges punctuated by gaps. A gap was defined as a period of at least 7 days without comments. Exchanges were the groups of comments between gaps (or at the start or end of the whole dialog). These were classified into three types, as follows, with examples given below (comments modified for anonymity).

· A long exchange has at least 10 comments, with at least two comments from each participant.

· A medium exchange has as at least 4 comments, with at least one from each participant.

· A short exchange or monolog covers everything else: either all comments from one participant or up to 3 comments. 

The long exchange below took 10 minutes for all except the last comment, which was posted 14 hours later. There were no other public comments between these two and the exchange also illustrates possible communication channel switching at the end.

1. C->D: hi wats happnin? who this?

2. D->C: hi im sara i thought u are really hott , sry if i freeked u out, Sara xox

3. C->D: hey noo u diddnt...ur pretty hott urself.. so watt up?

4. D->C: jus at a party .. n u?

5. C->D: do u hav a gf?

6. D->C: whyy r u on here if u r at a paarty?

7. C->D: im not i wuz at a party b4 .. jus got home

8. D->C: ooohh...coolio...

9. C->D: so do you?

10. D->C: yah i do....

11. C->D: you got a bf?

12. D->C: awwww that sucks… whos the luckyy girl?

13. C->D: da 1st on my top 12

14. D->C: wow i want 2b her

15. C->D: so... you have sn?

16. D->C: yah.... turkeyweazel3493...you?

The medium exchange below took 8 hours and also illustrates organising offline activities online.

1. E->F: Madonna

2. F->E: You going?

3. E->F: I want to see Madonna but don't know yet

4. F->E: I'm saving my money until Tom is back.

The short exchange or monolog below took three days. Comment 3 seems to refer to communication not in the form of a MySpace comment. Many of this type of exchange were birthday greetings, with or without a reply.

1. G->H: Whattup Jenny how u been?

2. H->G: hey sunshine, hope you are good. at school again (blahh blahh blahh) Have a good day ttyl8r :)

3. H->G: good good, and urself?? where are you guys now?? anything new? ohh did you get a pressie for your bro? talk to ya soon k have a good day

In an attempt to differentiate between different apparent uses for MySpace comment dialogs, three different types of dialog were distinguished on the basis of the gaps and types of exchanges present. No basis is claimed for these definitions in terms of prior theory: they are merely labels for a convenient differentiation between apparently different types of dialog based upon a preliminary qualitative analysis of the data.

· Long exchange(s) dialog: A dialog with at least one long exchange (with or without gaps or additional exchanges).

· Multiple exchanges dialog: A dialog with gaps but without long exchanges.
· Single exchange dialog: A dialog with neither gaps nor long exchanges.
See the Appendix for examples of these dialog types. All dialogs were automatically classified using the above scheme. This labelling approach is useful to distinguish and describe patterns in an otherwise huge mass of undifferentiated data and is motivated by a similar labelling approach in a different online communication context (Gruhl, Guha, Liben-Nowell, & Tomkins, 2004).


The five comment example involving A and B above can be used to illustrate the terminology. It has two gaps of over seven days and is therefore classed as three consecutive exchanges: two comments, two comments and one comment. All three of these sets have less than 4 comments so are classed as a “short exchange or monolog”. The example is therefore of the type “multiple exchanges dialog” because it has gaps but no long exchanges. To further illustrate the definitions, if all comments had been made on the same day then the dialog would have had no gaps, would be classed as a medium exchange and as a “single exchange dialog”. If the exchange of five comments had been repeated twice on the same day, then it would be a single “long exchange” and the dialog would therefore be classed as a “long exchange(s) dialog”.

For the final research question, a random sample of 100 dialogs was selected and each dialog was checked to see whether it contained information about the participants or others. In addition, the dialogs were checked for two other purposes: coordination of offline activities and the exchange of other types of information.

Results

Table 1 reports basic statistics for the six data sets. The relatively low total number of dialogs, given that the total of the three initial samples is 100,000, reflects several factors that combine to eliminate the vast majority of candidates: a significant minority of members are not from the US or UK; two thirds of members do not have public profiles; one third of members do not actively use MySpace; many members do not use the comment feature extensively with Friends; data collection errors ruled out a proportion of the results, and some members were eliminated because dialogs were initially selected for them that did not have three comments with contributions from both members (i.e., the minimum criteria for use here). 

Table 1. Basic statistics for the six data sets (data gathered November-December 2008).

	 Data set
	Details
	Eligible

members
	Dialogs
	Min. com-ments
	Max. com-ments
	Total com-ments
	Com-ments per dialog

	UK all
	Members joining before 3 July 2007
	614
	75
	3
	89
	628
	8.4

	UK July 06
	Members joining 3 July  2006
	764
	153
	3
	202
	1,924
	12.6

	UK June 07
	Members joining 18 June 2007
	355
	60
	3
	27
	389
	6.5

	US all
	Members joining before 3 July 2007
	6,374
	884
	3
	557
	9,544
	10.8

	US July 06
	Members joining 3 July  2006
	8,593
	886
	3
	163
	9,062
	10.2

	US June 07
	Members joining 18 June 2007
	2,837
	235
	3
	115
	2,423
	10.3

	Total/overall
	
	19,537
	2,293
	3
	557
	23,970
	10.5


The median percentage of Friends that commented on the public profiles downloaded was 33%: for a typical member, a third of their Friends left public comments on their profile. Moreover 78% of members received at least one comment. This is higher than previously found, probably because the prior research had included all members rather than just members with some indicator of activity (Parks, 2008). For 29% of members a dialog could be found involving public comments by themselves and a Friend. Of the dialogs extracted, 63% were classed as valid for the analysis and are reported in Table 1. Given that for some of the 37% of dialogs rejected, there may have been other valid dialogs for the same Friend, it seems that 19%-29% of MySpace members with public profiles and matching the selection criteria here have at least one valid public dialog.
Distribution of public MySpace comments

This section examines the gaps between successive comments and the total number of comments per dialog, focussing on the main US all data set. This nationally homogeneous set was chosen to illustrate the distribution patterns present: the other data sets give patterns consistent with these.
Gaps - US all data set

The median gap between public comments in the US all data set is just under 24 hours: half of all public comments that receive a public reply receive it within a day. Nevertheless, many public comments receive quick replies and the modal length of time to wait for a reply is one minute (MySpace logs comments by minute rather than by second). Figures 1 to 4 illustrate the distribution of gaps between successive public comments. Figure 1 includes the most rapid replies, issued within one hour. Presumably many replies arrive quickly because the Friends know that each other are online, access MySpace frequently or access it at the same time of day. Figure 2 shows a similar pattern for the first two days following a public comment, illustrating that the chance of receiving a reply drops significantly after just over a day. Presumably people who check MySpace daily would tend to reply within about 24 hours, but otherwise the wait for a reply might be much longer. Figure 3 confirms that long gaps between a public comment and its public reply (or unrelated new public comment) are rare and the logarithmic graph presentation of the Figure 3 data in Figure 4 shows that gaps between public comments generate the characteristic power law broomstick graph (Adamic & Huberman, 2000; Pennock, Flake, Lawrence, Glover, & Giles, 2002). The vast majority of gaps (96.8%) last for less than one year. An additional 3.0% of gaps last for two years, and 0.2% last for longer.
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Figure 1. The distribution of gaps between public comments of up to 2 hours for the US all data set.
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Figure 2. The distribution of gaps between public comments of up to 2 days for the US all data set.
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Figure 3. The distribution of gaps between public comments for the US all data set.
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Figure 4. The distribution of gaps between public comments for the US all data set (logarithmic axes, gaps of 0 days not shown).

Dialog lengths- US all data set

It is clear that although there are some long public dialogs, the majority of public dialogs are very short (Figure 5). The median public dialog length is 5 comments (Table 2), i.e., the typical number of public comments exchanged by US MySpace Friends is 5 for those who exchange at least 3. Because of the power law relationship for public dialog lengths, the mean public dialog length is higher at 10.8 comments, which seems barely enough for a single brief chat. Just under 1% of pairs of members matching the criteria here are apparently able to communicate extensively through hundreds of public comments. 
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Figure 5. The distribution of public dialog lengths, as measured by the total number of comments for the US all data set (logarithmic axes).
Table 2. Dialog lengths, as measured by the total number of comments for the US all data set.

	Comments
	Frequency (pairs of Friends)
	Cumulative %

	3
	205
	23%

	4
	157
	41%

	5
	95
	52%

	6
	72
	60%

	7
	45
	65%

	8
	35
	69%

	9
	47
	74%

	10
	26
	77%

	11
	22
	80%

	12
	16
	81%

	13
	17
	83%

	14
	15
	85%

	15
	7
	86%

	16
	11
	87%

	17
	7
	88%

	18
	9
	89%

	19
	8
	90%

	
	-
	

	32
	1
	95%

	
	-
	

	81
	1
	99%

	
	-
	

	557
	1
	100%


Distribution of public MySpace dialog types

Table 3 illustrates that there are very few “long exchanges”, with the vast majority of public dialogs containing none. There are even few “medium exchanges”, and these are absent from the majority of public dialogs. The most common type is the “short exchange or monolog”, of which two are present in the typical dialog, although an additional one is present in the typical dialog of the main US all data set – perhaps reflecting longer average membership durations for US all members and hence more time in which to communicate.

Table 3. Median (mean) features in dialogs in each of the six data sets.
	Data set
	Gaps

(7+ days) between sets 
	Long exchange

(10+ comments, 2+ from each)
	Medium exchange

(4+ comments, 1+ from each)
	Short exchange or monolog

	UK all
	1 (1.5)
	0 (0.2)
	0 (0.5)
	2 (1.8)

	UK July 2006
	1 (2.1)
	0 (0.2)
	0 (0.6)
	2 (2.3)

	UK June 2007
	1 (1.1)
	0 (0.1)
	1 (0.7)
	1 (1.4)

	US all
	2 (3.0)
	0 (0.1)
	0 (0.5)
	3 (3.4)

	US July 2006
	2 (2.8)
	0 (0.1)
	0 (0.5)
	2 (3.2)

	US June 2007
	2 (2.3)
	0 (0.1)
	0 (0.4)
	2 (2.7)


Table 4 shows that MySpace public comment dialogs (containing at least three comments and at least one from both Friends) most commonly fall within the “multiple exchanges dialog” category, meaning that they do not include “long exchanges” (10 comments, at least two from each participants, without gaps of longer than a week) but have at least one gap of over a week between comments. For example, a public dialog consisting of a yearly message or exchanges of birthday or festivity greetings would match this profile. Roughly 20%-30% of the public dialogs fall within the “single exchange dialog” category, however, meaning that there are no public comments after the initial exchange, and that the initial change does not fall into the “long exchange(s) dialog” category. In terms of national differences, it seems that UK members seem to use MySpace public comments less frequently in the modal “multiple exchanges dialog” form and more often in the “single exchange dialog” form. This could perhaps reflect less extensive use of MySpace by UK users, since the US was an early adopter, or a lower tendency to use public communication. There is no specific research to confirm the latter but one study of MySpace has shown US users to use public communication more frequently than German users (Banczyk, Krämer, & Senokozlieva, 2008).

Table 4. Types of dialog in each of the six data sets.
	
	Long exchange(s) dialog
	Multiple exchanges dialog (excludes long exchanges)
	Single exchange dialog (excludes long exchanges)

	UK all
	15%
	52%
	33%

	UK July 2006
	14%
	63%
	23%

	UK June 2007
	5%
	53%
	42%

	US all
	8%
	76%
	16%

	US July 2006
	8%
	74%
	18%

	US June 2007
	11%
	70%
	19%


Gossip in dialogs

The content analysis of 100 random dialogs gave the results in Table 5. This showed that half of the dialogs contained some gossip in the sense of social information sharing and that this was more common than coordination of offline activities and exchanging other types of information. The information shared was not only personal information about the participants but also some discussion of others, as the examples show.

Table 5. Frequency of three uses of MySpace dialogs from a random sample of 100.

	Factor
	Percentage

of dialogs
	Examples (modified for anonymity)

	Dialog contains any gossip - discussion of own or others' behaviour, attributes or activities
	53%
	I moved to Houston, Tx.
I come home at the beginning of July
well i just diyed my hair nearly black!!
i regret not going to UMSX bc MZU is so much harder
i sooo messed up :((
i went out with car on friday night
for a white guy tim knows a lot of rap song
Tina talks about you all the time.
she looked so much happier with you
Nigel said you were feeling bad
How far away does Tony go to school?
J keeps askin if your comin to the wedding
I heard u might be gettin a bike thats cool.
so i heard that you started at the mall and just wondering how it is working out for you

	Dialog contains any other information or facts
	1%
	Oprah lives in a mansion because she’s rich.

	Dialog contains any arrangement or coordination of offline activities or other communication
	18%
	CALL ME WHEN YOU GET A CHANCE 
hey text me sometime.. [number]

i hope to see you toniiite <3

I'm gonna be in ABD in Jan. for like a week, we gotta hang out

Hey I can call you 2day?!!


Implications

In answer to the first research question, the typical length of public MySpace comment dialogs is five comments for exchanges in which both partners participate and exchange at least three messages. This short length suggests that they are rarely used for gossip in the sense of “chatty talk” although they may still be used for sporadic exchanges of gossip in the sense of “rumor or report of an intimate nature”.
In answer to the second research question, MySpace public comment exchanges occur with intervals between comments that are sometimes minutes but are more commonly about a day or more. Hence, whilst MySpace public comments can be used for chat sessions they typically have the longer duration of email. For example, an analysis of email exchanges within a university found a median gap between one message and its reply of about 10 hours (Eckmann, Moses, & Sergi, 2004), which is even shorter than the median for MySpace exchanges. In contrast, a study of a chatroom (in which public messages are typically broadcast rather than directed at individuals) with typically 10-20 active users found gaps between messages to be under 5 minutes for 99.8% of the time (Acar, Çamtepe, Krishnamoorthy, & Yener, 2005). This difference seems to make comments a less natural vehicle for casual chatting, since this is typically rapid during face-to-face communication and in chatrooms. It would therefore be noteworthy, but not impossible, for comment dialogs to perform the function of casual chatting despite their typically longer time span.
For the third research question, typical comment dialogs are multiple short exchanges, perhaps to stay in touch without extended public communication. This conclusion is on the basis that prolonged exchanges are rare but that most of the comment dialogs had at least one gap of at least seven days. Finally, about half of the public comment dialogs contained gossip-type sharing of information about the participants or others.

Limitations

This research has a number of significant limitations. Most importantly, it does not involve interviews with MySpace members, except indirectly via the literature review, and assumes that public comments (after Spam removal) are genuine communications between the sender and receiver. This is most evident in the heuristics designed to differentiate between usage patterns (Tables 3 and 4).


The second major limitation is the restriction of the data to public comments. It seems possible, for instance, that members will feel freer to comment on private profiles - which form two thirds of profiles (Thelwall, 2009b) - than public profiles, although this does not seem likely to make a big difference because the commenter is not necessarily aware whether they are commenting on a private or public profile. This is because private profiles are only hidden from non-Friends. More significantly, it seems likely that much MySpace communication would be hidden in MySpace private messages. Presumably this would be the medium of choice for most close friends because friendship is partly defined by sharing information that is withheld from others (Tardy & Dindia, 2006). It also seems unlikely that traditional gossip in the form of negative discussions of third parties would be conducted in public comments. Another issue is that since members under 16 all have private profiles, the youngest members of MySpace are all excluded, unless part of the minority misreporting their ages (Hinduja & Patchin, 2008). This is not a real problem, however, since the sample includes data from people who joined when under 16 but made their profile public when older. 


The data has some sampling limitations because it is restricted to just U.S. and U.K. members (and reliant upon self-reported geographical location). Patterns of use may well be different for other countries, especially given the high degree of national homophily amongst MySpace members (Thelwall, 2009a). In addition, it may be that the most recent MySpace members use it differently from the older members sampled here. This seems quite likely, especially in the U.S., since MySpace has recently ceased to be the dominant social networking site and so may be attracting a more niche audience.
Conclusions

Relationship maintenance For the typical MySpace member with a public profile and at least two Friends, a third of their friends post a comment on that profile. In about 19%-29% of cases, members with a public profile also have at least one public dialog with a Friend using comments, and with both participating. Hence public dialogs are not standard in MySpace: they are a minority activity. The results show that whilst MySpace public comment dialogs are typically rapid, they are rarely long. Dialogs seem to be primarily used for keeping in touch occasionally with friends or acquaintances (e.g., about 7.5% of public comments mention birthdays, Thelwall, 2009b), for establishing initial contact or making an initial brief exchange without subsequently staying in touch, unless switching to another communication medium. Such exchanges may serve to maintain relationships over time that might otherwise lapse. Although there are many definitions of relationship maintenance, the most fundamental defines it as the process of keeping a relationship in existence (Dindia & Canary, 1993). Clearly any kind of exchange, such as annual birthday or festivity greetings, keeps a relationship from being completely forgotten (e.g., Hill & Dunbar, 2003) and hence some messages may merely replace the traditional greetings card.  MySpace public comments are rarely used for chat-like long exchanges, however. 

In comparison, Facebook members actively engage with a tiny minority of their SNS network. An average male Facebook user has 120 friends and makes public or semi-public responses to only 7 of them, and a typical female user responds to 10. Moreover, the average male user engages with (private or public) two-way communication with only 4 members and the average female engages with 6 (Kluth, 2009). This suggests an even lower level of activity than for MySpace public comments, despite the Facebook data including all types of profiles and Facebook profiles being typically private in the sense of not open to everyone. Nevertheless, Facebook users typically cite “maintaining relationships with people you may not get to see very often” as a very important SNS activity (Joinson, 2008) but it may be that it is important only for a small number of Friends, with the rest being effectively forgotten, or it may be that this maintenance is only passive or only occurs in theory.

Gossip Given the sparseness of long public dialogs between Friends, it seems that public comments are rarely used for gossip-based social grooming. Although about half of the dialogs exchange what could be described as gossip, the average public dialog seems too short for a systematic exchange of information: for dialogs with at least 3 comments, at least half have less than 6 comments: moreover comments are typically very short (Thelwall, 2009b). This seems to be too little to perform a grooming function because grooming suggests a significant time investment in order to build up trust with others (Dunbar, 1998). Nevertheless, social grooming could still occur via gossip exchanged in private messages or in gossip-type passive information gathering via mutual profile browsing since browsing profiles and “virtual people watching” are popular SNS activities (Joinson, 2008; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). Conversely, it is possible that Friending in MySpace may be typically used for symbolic connections rather than for information exchange between Friends and previous research suggests that such friend connections are important in themselves (Donath & boyd, 2004), particularly for older users (at least in Facebook) (Livingstone, 2008).

Would the same results hold for other SNSs, and particularly Facebook, which is currently dominant? Facebook users actively communicate (e.g., exchange messages) with less than half of the people that they passively communicate with (e.g., click on a news feed story, visit a profile) (Facebook, 2009). This suggests that social information gathering is more common than directly maintaining contact through Facebook and is probably much more common than gossip, assuming that most messages exchanged do not contain gossip. Perhaps Facebook’s initially controversial News Feed feature (boyd, 2008), which brings news of Friends’ activities automatically without the need for browsing, performs an automatic social information gathering function that partly avoids the need for direct contact. In contrast, one of the special characteristics of the popular Korean Cyworld SNS is that it suggests random Friends to visit each day (Kim & Yun, 2007), which may encourage keeping in touch with Friends. Thus it would be hard to argue that gossip-type information exchanges were rare in all SNSs and so the results for MySpace should not be generalised to other SNSs without further research. Finally, given the findings from MySpace and the cited Facebook research, it seems that future research into textual public social network communication could focus not on typical pairs of Friends but on pairs of Friends that communicate the most. This would presumably reveal much lengthier communication patterns.

Networked individualism In the wider context, MySpace comments are probably one of a number of communication tools used by networked individuals as part of their strategy to establish and maintain contact with an increasingly large set of friends and acquaintances (e.g., Tufekci, 2008a). Whilst the results do not prove that typical MySpace Friends rarely communicate, since they may exchange private messages, unilaterally comment, comment on each other’s blog or pictures, or use other online or offline means, this is still a plausible interpretation since the data covers only pairs of Friends that at least started to exchange MySpace comments. Nevertheless, closer Friends may tend to use private rather than public messages, and members may switch between private messages and public comments, for example establishing contact with public comments and then switching to private messages. Future research using interviews and questionnaires with users will be needed to identify the exact role of public comments in MySpace members’ lives.

Appendix

Single short exchange dialog example 1:
08/03/2008 16:43: I->J: wassup, long time no see. how you been?

08/03/2008 16:46: J->I: im doing very good!!! how bout you??

08/03/2008 17:10: I->J: I been doing great too...
Single short exchange dialog example 2:

02/05/2007 07:07: K->L: ur video above.. is da reason why kids have car crashes!!!

02/05/2007 07:51: L->K: We were stopped by a train, on of them looong trains with 224,538,562,000 carts so we had time we werent driving but did you like the vid?

02/05/2007 15:15: K->L: hahaha ya you are CrAzY!!!!
Multiple short exchanges dialog example 1:

29/06/2007 14:50:M-> N: I'm not letting your brother be the only one posting on your myspace. Are you moving back tomorrow?

30/06/2007 03:54: N-> M: Thanks for the message. Yes. Saturday I will be back in DW! Finally... Soon you'll have to come meet my daughter.

23/07/2007 15:43: M -> N: Good luck on Saturday! (No, I'm not psychic - I saw Nigel at Trest)

Multiple short exchanges dialog example 2:

29/05/2007 01:48:O-> P: Ur hot

29/05/2007 13:34:P-> O: u love it

29/05/2007 19:51: O -> P: Nope, I h8 it as much as I h8 u.

30/05/2007 19:42:P-> K: awwwww...you made me tear up :_)

13/12/2007 05:27: O -> P: ru alive?

23/01/2008 20:52: O -> P: Cleverest girl in the country you are, which is why I'm gonna take you 2 a bar.

17/03/2008 04:57: O -> P: u r a piirate hooker, I'll be down this weekend, soooo quit ur job.

Extended exchange(s) dialog example: 179 comments from 05/12/2006  to 14/10/2008  including the following extract:
15/12/2006 03:40:Q -> R: [Image Message]

18/12/2006 23:56: R -> Q: high there my dear little sis,did I ever tell you that you are my fav lil sis.......

19/12/2006 00:00: Q -> R: Awwww how sweet, and ur my favoritiest big bro... see you Sunday for a little while... OK? Better b there... Love Ya... 

19/12/2006 00:04: R -> Q: only if Tom will be there too,he know that I miss him.......

19/12/2006 00:06: Q -> R: You miss Tom more than me.... I'll tell him... heeeheee Ohhh and my daughter - yes she’s an angel next to Thompson!He’s "animal" from the muppets like you said...LOL

19/12/2006 00:16: R -> Q: that's right!!!Everybody in the ghetto has nicknames nobody calls you by your name,Thompson is Animal off the mupppet babies,give him drum sticks and watch the helll out!

19/12/2006 22:39: Q -> R: Yepp... or a billy club like the one with his police officer birthday costume... heeeheee... so what should we use for MarySue’s "Rosedale" nickname LOL...

20/12/2006 14:14: R -> Q: [Long message from a myspace application describing Animal from the Muppets]

21/12/2006 00:31: Q -> R: Yeah... that kinda sounds like Thompo.. has to bang bang bang and doesn't mean to be messy all the time and blame his sister!

21/12/2006 14:14: Q -> R: Good Morning Brother... Have a great day, don’t work to hard... heeeheee... love yer..

23/12/2006 17:20: Q -> R: [Image Message]
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