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Abstract
This article explores technologically integrated relationship practices among college 
students. Analyzing interviews of 52 participants at two very different US colleges, I 
explore how they construct, establish, and maintain technologically mediated social 
networks. This research focuses specifically on the practice of “doing homework,” 
in which participants conduct social media investigations of potential friends and use 
that data to determine if a relationship continues. Findings suggest the establishment 
of offline relationships includes the use of social media profiles to collect social and 
political attitude data on potential friends. Participants report the use of such data as 
essential to their decision-making processes about friendship, resulting in a potential 
increase in social and political homogeneity within offline social networks. These findings 
contribute to our ongoing understanding of the role of informational echo chambers 
within a technologically integrated social environment.
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Introduction
In the past two decades, a proliferation of new communication technologies, including 
social media platforms, has reshaped the foundations of social interaction. This paradig-
matic transformation has captured the interest of not only scholars, but also the attention 
of media outlets and policymakers. However, one area that has not received as much 
attention is the role that knowledge consumption plays in the establishment of social 
networks, which are formed through the integration of online and offline interactions. 
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This project considers how consumption of knowledge in digital spaces, particularly in 
social media, shape offline social networks and friendships among college students in the 
United States. Participants in this study discuss how the collection of social media pro-
files is used to accelerate understandings and shape perceptions of a potential friend’s 
social and political attitudes. This knowledge is then used to filter potential friends into, 
and out of, offline social networks based on perceived ideological compatibility. This 
work describes this practice, addresses the social acceptability of its use among study 
participants, and theorizes about potential implications, specifically an increase in social 
and political homogeneity within offline peer networks.

Findings from this study indicate that young adults collect information via social 
media, and often use this knowledge as a filter for potential friends in offline social net-
works. Online expressions of social and political attitudes function as a filter to create 
networks of social and political homogeneity that are viewed as desirable and even 
essential among participants. The degree to which this practice is viewed as normal, 
necessary, and/or deviant among participants further helps us understand how these 
behaviors shape both offline social networks and the ideological meanings attached to 
the practice of filtering itself. In this work, I identify three key themes related to the 
interpretation and valuation of social filtering that help us better understand the social 
logics behind the practice. These themes help us understand why the practice of filtering 
occurs, how it is perceived by participants, and ultimately how it shapes offline social 
networks and friendships among college students in the United States.

In the following project, I identify some of the consequences of the techno-integration 
of social practices, based on data that suggest that social media contributes to overall pat-
terns of homogeneity within strong tie social networks. This project is situated at the 
intersections of symbolic interactionism, classical understandings of networking theory, 
and theorizations of media impacts on social environments (Blumer, 1962; Couldry and 
Hepp, 2016; Granovetter, 1973; McLuhan, 1967). This scholarship theorizes that social 
networks are built on “strong” ties between people within similar social positions, and 
“weak” ties, which cross axis of difference and allow for connections between networks 
(Granovetter, 1973). The decline of weak ties is associated with social fragmentation and 
network isolation. Additional theorization suggests that technology use may play a role in 
this social fragmentation, by drawing on the work which suggests that communication 
technologies shape the nature of social worlds, by arguing that media transforms all 
aspects of human experience, from the individual to the social (McLuhan, 1967). 
Furthermore, these techno-mediated social interactions create internalized social mean-
ings that shape the behavior of individuals and groups (Blumer, 1962). This project is also 
in conversation with emerging scholarship that calls for the need for a reconstruction of 
our theoretical approaches to social process, including friendship networks, in light of the 
embedding of technological platforms within daily life (Couldry and Hepp, 2016).

Friendship and interpersonal social networks
Many researchers have found that strong friendships and stable social networks are key 
to the success of college students (Raacke and Bonds-Raacke, 2015; Schuh et al., 2015; 
Spencer and Pahl, 2006). Friendships also play a role in the formation of individual 
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identities (Adams and Allan, 1999; Johnson et al., 2009; Luyckx and Robitschek, 2014). 
Thus, networks and college culture can impact the formation of the self and result in 
long-term changes in individual and community behavior (Schuh et al., 2015). Friendships 
and social media form the basis of social networks among college students, with negotia-
tions of meaning playing a significant role in the experience (Lambert, 2013; Standlee, 
2016; Trottier, 2012). In addition, peer associations play a role in the development of 
life-long social networks which shape access to social capital, the internalization of 
social norms, and exposure to and persistence of new or emerging ideas (Antheunis 
et al., 2016; Su and Chan, 2017).

Recent work suggests that the intertextual and multimodel structure of the technology 
allows for social integration, centralization, and shared imaginaries that foster a sense of 
group solidarity (Raacke and Bonds-Raacke, 2015; Thomas, 2007). Scholarship on shift-
ing social practices has detailed how communication technologies are increasingly 
embedded in social life (Halberstam and Knight, 2014; Masip et al., 2017). Scholars 
have identified significant consequences to this including: increasing focus on speed and 
efficiency in relationships (Bakardjieva, 2014), and transformations in the experience of 
privacy and intimacy (Lambert, 2013). Scholarship on the impact of social media on 
diversity in social networking is contested (Kim and Kim, 2017; Lönnqvist and Itkonen, 
2016; Miller and Slater, 2000), but appears to have impacts on offline relationships as 
well. Further work suggests that while interests and attitudes generally bind people closer 
or pull them apart in face-to-face interactions, the amount of effort that is necessary to 
identify such similarities or differences results in a median level of social intimacy, while 
techno-mediated friendships are constructed more efficiently and with controlled levels 
of interpersonal connection (Boase and Wellman, 2006; Miller and Slater, 2000). Among 
the most visible implications is the increasingly partisan nature of information consump-
tion, sometimes referred to as echo chambers or filter bubbles (Flaxman et al., 2016; 
Masip et al., 2017; Sunstein, 2009, 2017).

Research from across disciplines has identified the tendency for technologically 
mediated communications to filter information, allowing individuals to limit their expo-
sure to diverse information (Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2009, 2017). This pattern may 
impact the very foundation of human social patterns, including knowledge consumption, 
social attitudes, and even the foundations of democracy. Political and social issue parti-
sanship has been one of the area’s most profoundly impacted by this tendency toward 
social filters (Flaxman et al., 2016; Sunstein, 2017). Some scholars argue that filtering 
practices may be reshaping how democracy and political identity affiliations work 
(Boutyline and Willer, 2016; Spohr, 2017; Sunstein, 2017). Others contest this issue, 
arguing that offline practices, rather than online practices, are most central to this issue 
(Haim et al., 2017). This article considers the way in which the use of social media con-
tributes to social filtering on the basis of shared social and political views among college 
students, by discussing the connections between offline and online communications.

Research design and methodology
This project includes data from two primary field sites, a private university in the north-
east and a public college in the southeast. I collected data on 52 participants, between the 
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ages of 18 and 24. The average age of my participants was 20 years. In all, 50% of the 
respondents were female and 46% male, with 2 respondents identifying as non-binary; 
33 participants indicated that they were White, 10 Black or African American, 4 as 
Latino(a)s, 2 Asian American, 2 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and as 1 Middle 
Eastern American.

Research was conducted in the hybrid offline/online space inhabited by participants. 
In order to access this setting and navigate it, I had to understand how participants define 
concepts such as “Internet” and “digital culture” as a part of their cultural world. For the 
purposes of this study, the Internet is best understood to be a global network of data 
transfer (Thurlow et al., 2004). However, digital culture can better be understood as an 
interactional technology which provides a means of social interaction and representation 
that is experienced as inextricably connected with the offline social world, and exists 
within everyday spaces (Miller and Slater, 2000). I gathered data about everyday activi-
ties, meanings and attitudes, experiences, and behaviors of participants, within this 
environment.

I recruited participants through announcements made in various classes at the two 
institutions. I provided basic information and invited students to provide email addresses 
for more information. I emailed interested students a project description and a consent 
form. Potential participants were given about a week to consider. I emailed them again 
and, if they agreed, set up an interview time and date. No financial compensation for 
participants was provided, however, several professors routinely offered “extra credit” 
for participation in faculty and student research projects as a part of their course policies. 
I asked interviewees for recommendations of persons who might participate, at the end 
of the interviews. Participants in the online observation portion of this research project 
were recruited from among interviewees. Interviews were transcribed and coded using 
grounded coding, allowing trends and themes to emerge from the transcribed documents. 
Analysis was largely inductive, with findings and theories being developed after 
observation.

I used traditional face-to-face interviews as the primary data source and supplemented 
with online ethnographic data collection methods. Questions were open-ended and 
encouraged participants to tell their own stories and express their own meanings. 
Examples of topics included: daily Internet use, the value of online technologies, and the 
importance of technologies and common practices among peers. To maintain privacy, all 
names used in this work are pseudonyms. The interviews were between about 45 and 
90 minutes and 1 hour on average. The digital ethnography generated several hundred 
pages of postings and field notes. While these data were informative, they were not com-
prehensive, as privacy settings available in Facebook limited my ability to view all of 
their postings and data.

Each of the 23 individuals I followed on social media gave permission after an initial 
interview. Participants, when pressed, requested that I observe them via Facebook, which 
many explained was both more visible and less private than other platforms. Each par-
ticipant had to accept the friend request in order for me to view their postings. Once I was 
given access to their online environment, I collected data by saving postings and com-
pleting field notes, which are used for this project. I specifically do not use searchable 
postings in this article to avoid compromising the privacy of participants.
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It is worth noting that while I was able to collect rich, in-depth data, it is not rand-
omized nor is it generalizable. The student experiences I highlight reflected overall 
trends I was able to identify in the data, but as with any non-randomized ethnographic 
data this work reflects only the contextual and located experiences of individuals.

Interpretive analysis
Several assumptions underlie the data presented here. First, current social worlds are 
impacted and established through interactions that occur in both online and offline 
worlds. Second, within this digital environment participants experience feelings of con-
nection and intimacy, engage in interactional social processes, and conform to and resist 
social norms, in short, they participate in genuine social interactions and cultural produc-
tion. Finally, the nature of this techno-social environment allows for the development of 
social meanings which shape the behavior of participants in significant ways (Blumer, 
1962; McLuhan, 1967).

A variety of social meanings are attached by participants to the practice of evaluating 
social media profiles and filtering social relationships based on the accumulated data. 
While this practice is overwhelmingly viewed as necessary, participants have varying 
perceptions of the degree to which the practice is socially acceptable. Understanding 
diverse symbolic meanings attached to this practice allow us to better understand their 
social acceptability. Increases in social acceptability may increase the frequency of the 
practice, and thus the growth of homogeneous networks. The growth of increasingly 
homogeneous and fractured social groups leads to the decline of weak tie (casual 
acquaintance) social connections, which often result in heterogeneous networks 
(Granovetter, 1973). Such a decline may have broader social implications for society as 
a whole (Sunstein, 2017).

Below, I outline some key themes from these data and identify derived meanings 
rooted in a symbolic interactionist approach. I consider how behavior of participants 
toward others, specifically potential friends, based on the meanings that the individual 
has attached to the representations of other individuals’ social and political attitudes, 
which are perceived to be visible to them via social media (Blumer, 1962). I also 
address the degree to which these meanings are negotiated via online communication, 
which is shaped by the nature of the communication medium itself (Blumer, 1962; 
McLuhan, 1967).

The integration of offline and online communication in establishing a solid knowl-
edge base about “what’s going on in their life” is essential for a relationship to progress 
for many participants in this study. The majority of the total respondents discussed the 
importance of evaluating participants based on social media profiles, before seeking out 
offline friendships or other relationships. This process is outlined by several participants 
in this study, about two-thirds of the participants describing some variation of a “typical” 
techno-social process of network construction. Hallie explains the process by which a 
friendship is established in her social world:

You meet someone, at a party, in class, then you get their name … next I think you would 
“friend” someone. If you don’t connect, like they post weird stuff, or you know have bad 
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politics … then it kind of fizzles out, if you don’t really know them. But if you friend someone 
and you start hanging out with them outside of the online world, and you are … compatible you 
become friends.

For Hallie and others, building friendship is a techno-social process, which involves a 
series of events that take place both online and offline. Some of my participants agree with 
Hallie, noting that while all social media friends are not necessarily offline “real” friends, 
virtually all “true” friends are also friends on social media. This is in part because the 
establishment of a new friendship almost always takes part at least partially on social 
media, through texting, meeting, and hanging out all work together to lead to a friendship. 
In order to better understand these findings, I will break the participants into three general 
groups, those who “do their homework,” those who “explicitly filter,” and “creepers,” 
who present diverse social logics for their practices, and in doing so demonstrate both 
similarity and difference in the symbolic meanings they attach to the practice.

The logics behind the need for background checks were varied, but “safety,” “shared 
beliefs,” and “having something to talk about” were the most commonly cited motiva-
tions for participants. The notions of making sure potential friends were safe and shared 
one’s social and political beliefs were viewed as increasingly important by participants 
as the research progressed. This was associated with political and social discourse sur-
rounding the 2016 election. Blumer argues that the meanings attached to an object, in 
this case virtual indicators of social and political attitude, shape the behavior of individu-
als. For participants in this study, the meanings attached to posts that demonstrated posi-
tions that they were uncomfortable or in disagreement with were frequently associated 
with questions of safety. Fourteen of the respondents explained that identifying people 
who shared their social beliefs and avoiding those who didn’t is essential to feeling safe 
in moving a relationship forward. The gender and race of participants, within a hostile 
cultural environment, may have also contributed to the desire for safety in both online 
and offline spaces, especially for individuals who experience vulnerability in day-to-day 
life. Otherwise, as participant Ava noted, there is a risk of “being friends with someone 
and finding out too late they are a racist or even just a hater … you know what I mean.”

Doing your homework: making friends made easier
During the college years, a time of transformation, friendships can be both emotionally 
intense and socially desirable. Friendships are important to the success of college stu-
dents (Friedlander et al., 2007; Kim and Kim, 2017; Raacke and Bonds-Raacke, 2015). 
Yet, the ability to make and keep friends in the midst of social changes and individual life 
upheaval is challenging. As Olivia explains, social media gives her the ability to create 
and maintain social relationships, because social meaning has a certain permanence, in 
her view:

… things happen … people move and things like that. But, with Facebook, if you move, you 
still have your Facebook. You don’t have to actually delete it and take it down, whereas, … you 
may have to change your number or get a new phone … or you lose your contacts … with 
Facebook, it’s just like one of those … it’s like one of those set-in stone, things.
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This sense of permanence and consistency plays a role in how college students utilize 
social media in general. The ability to keep track of friends and to get significant amounts 
of information about them is very important to participants. The sense of permanence 
that participants attribute to social media networks also shapes the symbolic logic of 
using social media as a tool for offline social network construction. There is a belief that 
it is possible to get a sense of someone’s values and beliefs, over a long period of time, 
with minimal social investment, via social media. From the perception of participants, 
filtering potential troublemakers from one’s social world means avoiding those with dif-
ferent social and political attitudes. Among participants, heterogeneous social and politi-
cal attitudes within an offline social network is viewed negatively, even as being unsafe. 
Therefore, participants focus on avoiding such social attitude diversity by evaluating 
online social behavior in an effort to create homogeneous and harmonious offline social 
networks. For some participants this filtering behavior is overt and acceptable, while for 
others such practices are somewhat taboo. In order to better understand how effective 
this behavior is in creating homogeneity in offline social networks, it is essential to 
understand the social acceptability of the practice.

The degree to which such behavior is socially acceptable relies on individual mean-
ings that are attached to the practice of filtering its self. For just about half of those who 
consider background checks important, demonstrating too much knowledge about an 
individual from his or her social media, too early in the relationship is taboo. Emma 
explains that this practice has become a normalized expectation and is an unspoken 
assumption about social interactions.

Because if you’re at a social event, and your best friend is like, “Oh, here …, here’s my friend.” 
I guarantee you every person goes back and checks social media five seconds later, so they can 
see what they’re all about … like if they are well … bad. Or they post bad stuff.

As Emma describes, there is a presumption that every person is conducting social 
background checks, and thus everyone has a shared base of knowledge. This knowledge 
is often unspoken, however, as Emma explains that filtering should only occur without 
fully acknowledging that the social rejection is the result of conflicting values.

Another participant, Aisha identifies how choices about postings shape the way in 
which people are judged online. For Aisha, the nature of an individual’s posts can be 
directly attributed to his beliefs. Thus, the meaning of posts, and their social and political 
alignment, reflects the poster’s beliefs, thus allowing her to “know” something about this 
poster.

He’ll put it all on there, every single day he puts his self to the side, but not … because well he 
chooses what to post right? So, you know, you can guess about … what he posts, says about his 
stuff … his beliefs. I know, that about him. What he posts.

Aisha goes on to point out that while it is socially acceptable and even necessary to 
collect data via online, in order to maximize the efficiency of the process, it not entirely 
acceptable to be too explicit. She notes that it is “… rude to say you cut someone off for 
their posts.” Oscar agrees and notes that background checks are essential but not entirely 
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acceptable as a social filter, explaining …“you make the decision to avoid the person 
based on what they post, but you can’t say that’s why you are doing it, right?”

Among a portion of participants, the practice of checking for shared social and politi-
cal self-presentation in social media was understood explicitly as a means to ensure the 
efficient progress to friendship, but implicitly the idea of filtering to avoid conflict and 
“bad people” was also present. One consequence is the decrease in weak ties within net-
works (Granovetter, 1973). Without the diversity of ties acting as bridges between social 
networks, offline networks can develop into filter bubbles in ways similar to online 
groups (Flaxman et al., 2016). This process is somewhat hampered by the idea that being 
explicit about filtering is not socially acceptable. However, not everyone agrees that such 
practices are problematic. For some of the participants, the creation of social filters is 
entirely the point, as a means to avoid “bad” people.

You gotta know: filtering as a practical matter
Tim also feels that doing background checks is important, like studying for a test. 
However, unlike the previous group, he and a slight minority of participants are more 
explicit about the need for social filtering and reject any stigma. He explains:

[You] can really shape a friendship or relationship with the way they say things, or the way they 
view things may be different than what you, how you feel, and that can cause a big problem, 
and cause some stress levels to go high, blood pressures of people. You wanna know that stuff, 
in advance.

Ava is also explicit about the use of social media as a filter. She argues “You gotta 
know it, right!? You know their attitudes, look what they post and repost? So, if they 
repost some crazy shit, like haters, you know … you see that too.” Oliver also feels quite 
strongly about the importance of evaluating a person’s social media representations, as 
he explains:

… right so if they are really into politics, or social justice or sports or whatever, they post and 
repost that stuff. You need to be careful, because if someone posts something … nasty … or not 
even nasty, just not what you believe, what you think, then you need to know. Not to move the 
relationship forward. If they are against something, or for something … like race or religions 
you know. You can figure it out, and then … decide if you want to hang with them or not … 
right?

The decision to use evidence of undesirable or “nasty” posts as a means to filter rela-
tionships is common. Individuals address the nature of “nasty” posts, and warn about the 
need to avoid “haters”. In doing so they are explicitly attributing specific meanings to 
certain kind of posts through the process of symbolic interaction. These meanings shape 
the behavior of participants, leading to the practice of filtering. Like Oliver, Anthony 
approaches background checks as a practical means to avoid conflict. For him, a means 
to identify social attitudes easily and to make decisions about the relationships he wants 
to engage in allows him to avoid “bad” people and find and connect with good ones:
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You can find out how a person is through posts and stuff—what they post up, what they talk to 
friends about, who they hang out with. So, you can get a feel of who this person is—are they a 
good person, bad person.

For Anthony, friendships with people who have shared interests are desirable and 
friendships without shared interests, beliefs, or morality are less desirable. This is a pro-
foundly practical practice, for Anthony and other participants, a logical way to find infor-
mation and to make informed decisions about offline social practices.

Kevin explains that for him, other people doing background checks is freeing. This is 
because this process is two-sided, involving both the individual doing the research and 
making the decision, as well as the posters’ choices for online identity. He sees posting 
potentially controversial material as a means to avoid offline social conflict:

You can post things that other people don’t like. Subtweeting. Reposting. People may take it 
personally and think it’s about them or just hate it if they disagree. They would be upset in 
person and you’d have to deal with that. [This way] Probably, they just avoid you, which, fine. 
Whatever.

Kevin frequently posts in ways that violate social norms among his peers. During my 
time following him online, he regularly posted political and social commentary online 
that denigrated racial and sexual minorities, Democrats, and other “liberals” as well as 
women. Often framed as a kind of “dirty joke,” or a rejection of political correctness, 
Keven claimed that it kept people who were “too sensitive” from being friends with him 
offline. Like other participants, Keven viewed online social media profiles as being a 
practical and legitimate tool to navigate social network establishment.

The sense of taboo evidenced by the previous group of respondents is less evident in 
this second group of participants, and the connection between the meanings attached to 
postings and the behavior associated with filtering is more explicit. Still, ideological 
limitations on the degree to which it is appropriate to evaluate someone online still exist. 
For the final group I identified, the knowledge gained and ability to filter social networks 
to limit exposure to controversy and political difference is so important that it over-
whelms any concern about being considered a “creeper.”

Creepers and filters: safety and morality
Creeping is a more intense form of background checking that involves silently following 
an individual on one or more social media outlets without posting or commenting and 
doing expanded research on the person by following their social media friends and fam-
ily members online. Among the participants who viewed social media profiles as a nec-
essary part of friendship, six participants defined themselves, jokingly or otherwise, as 
“creepers.” These participants embrace the label of creeper, despite the identity having 
negative connotations, because the need to filter undesirable individuals out of their 
social network is simply too important. These participants are willing to continue creep-
ing because they understand it to be an absolutely necessary. One self-defined creeper, 
Grace, explains:
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Creeping is where you just sit online and for no reason you just stalk people, you look at 
everything. And serious, I will admit it, I creep … you see what people are doing. You read 
posts from other people. You see what party they went to, their posts about social issues they 
care about … Or they post about a group, or even an event or news story … you know that 
about them. You know all about them.

Grace explains that she uses creeping to feel powerful as she explicitly filters social 
interactions to avoid people who she sees as a bad fit for her interpersonal needs. Jake, a 
fellow creeper, touches on the importance of being able to gain social power, since he 
views creeping as a means of controlling his interactions and relationships:

All this personal information, what they like and who they are, and the things that their friends 
have posted, which is pretty powerful … I feel like it’s a powerful way to judge someone … [To 
find out] What do they believe? You know to, if someone seems like a good person, or maybe 
a friend, somebody you could trust, but then you look online and they are a hater, like a neo-
Nazi or a confederate flag person, or just you know, a hater, then you can know and not … not 
be friends with the person. You don’t want to be around the negativity …

The power of having knowledge allows creepers and background checkers to “judge 
someone” easily. This gives creepers, many of who describe feeling socially awkward or 
adrift, a kind of control and sense of power that goes beyond the practical approach oth-
ers describe. Another participant and creeper, Lisa, goes on to describe the sense of 
power she feels:

… people I haven’t talked to, or people I don’t like—I can view everything they’re doing—
every conversation, every news article, every photo, every party they went to, and they will 
never know. And I think that’s the greatest aspect … being able to see what people are doing, 
and not having them know. Its powerful, and you decide if you want to get to know them, or not 
… because if they post bad stuff … personal stuff … just bad politics or whatever.

Participants in this section discuss how having this power, this special knowledge, 
helps guide them in social situations and shapes choices they make about who to associ-
ate with and who to avoid. For these participants the ability to attach meanings to indi-
vidual posts, and then use those meanings in a way to filter social networks, is about the 
power to control the nature of their own social network.

For a small number of participants in this study, the intensive and potentially invasive 
process of creeping is essential to social interaction. Brad explains that for him creeping 
is necessary to “get at the truth” of people around him, in order to feel safe in social 
interactions. Like many other participants, Brad associates safety with similarity of atti-
tude, but he also explicitly discusses issue of potential harm in the offline world. He 
provides an example:

There are cases where someone will say something online that they won’t say offline. So … it’s 
a way to get to know a person, safely, it’s not risky. Sometimes it’s okay for someone to say 
things online that they can’t say offline, right, because of the community that they live in. For 
me, I went to a private Christian high school, and their definition of a Christian was extremely 
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narrow, so the things we talked about online were things we couldn’t talk about offline. We 
were all … scared, we were afraid that teachers would lower grades if the heard about what we 
talked about, or what people said, or other kids wouldn’t talk to us. I creeped, because I had to 
be sure, that the people I was talking to online, social media, that it was safe. Because if my 
parents or teachers found out, if I said something, that was it. Game over.

Brad provides an in-depth description of the importance of intensive background 
checks. He acknowledged that in high school, and even now, some people believed him 
to be a creeper, but he does not care. He explains that he always looks closely at any new 
acquaintances’ social media accounts before he gets to know them offline. While at one 
level, Brad’s experience demonstrates the ways in which social media can function as a 
tool to maintain an individual’s personal or emotional safety, at another level it demon-
strates a growing force for social fragmentation. Brad and others can control and limit 
their social networks, offline and online, to individuals who share traits or beliefs with 
them.

While it has long been understood that offline social networks and friendship groups 
are often based on shared attitudes and traits, including race and gender (Cohen, 1977; 
Henrich et al., 2000), the time it takes for relationships to develop allows for each rela-
tionship partner to gain a more comprehensive picture of the complexity of each indi-
vidual’s personhood. In contrast, the practice of choosing to reject the possibility of 
social ties, based on the fragmented and partial representation of an individual through 
their social media posting, has the potential to truncate fulfilling relationships.

Critiquing the filter
The ability of social media to help them better find and keep people in their social net-
work, or explicitly share their views, values, and even, in some cases, politics, is gener-
ally seen as a valuable and positive function by the majority of participants in this study. 
However, some acknowledge the potential risks of using social media as a means to filter 
friendships. Jane interjects a cautionary note, highlighting the risks for filtering too much 
based on online behavior:

I guess sometimes you can get the wrong idea because of stuff people say or post … they might 
not mean it the way as somebody else takes it. So that can become a problem. Like if you go 
ahead and judge them.

David calls into question the practice of filtering friendships based on social media 
postings at its core, though he also reinforces the idea that finding people who agree with 
him, or at least are sympathetic with his views is important:

I got into some bad things because of what I posted about and some other people disagreed 
with it. So, I can see how people can take things out of context or take things the wrong way 
because we aren’t face-to-face. Still, it also helps in the same sense because I can connect 
with people who agree. Who don’t take things personally. They allow me my own opinion or 
agree.
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David is ambivalent about the practice of filtering social networks, in part because of 
his own social positions. He explains that he holds views about race, gender, and sexual-
ity that are unpopular among his peers, and that at times people view his opinions as 
offensive, and then avoid contact with him or challenge him in online spaces. He explains 
that he feels persecuted by people who take his comments or news posts “out of context,” 
but at the same time, it allows him to engage in filtering himself, by avoiding or rejecting 
people who disagree with or challenge him online, in offline contexts.

One additional critique related to the use of social media profiles as filters that 
emerged in the research is related to the structure of the technology. Some social media 
sites allow for the restriction of larger and smaller groups of contacts, allowing the par-
ticipant to customize and control the visibility of posts and the strategic nature of tech-
nological visibility. Brad, who discusses his struggles in high school and with family 
above, provides us with an example of this issue:

A lot of my family and some people I knew from high school they say things, post things you 
wouldn’t believe. About black people, or gays or in support of groups. Bad groups. I know, I 
can’t talk to them, so they go on a list, and I mostly just creep or post sports scores whatever.

The participants in this study understand the strategic and partial nature of informa-
tion portrayed online very well. Tyrone notes that:

Anybody can lie and say they’re interested in something or believe one way through social 
media when that’s actually not the case. To many people think … I saw it on the internet … this 
is true.

However, the strategy involved in constructing an online profile is part of the justifi-
cation for their use as a filter. Participants know that when they go online to look at social 
media profiles they are getting carefully curated and hand-picked surface versions of the 
person and their beliefs. As Ellie explains:

I think it becomes important because you can tell a lot from a person by what they tag and what 
they choose to post and repost. They choose what to be connected too, choose it on purpose, 
and choose to make it visible to everyone, right? That is a statement. You can get an idea, so it 
probably is pretty important.

While several of the participants in this study acknowledged the problematic nature 
of making decisions about offline friendships based on the partial and fragmented self-
representation presented in social media, the majority still view it as a desirable and even 
necessary social practice. In addition, even those who identify the problematic nature of 
the practice tend to engage in the behavior at least occasionally. However, this social 
practice has potential for complicating an already difficult social arena. The creation of 
social networks is one of the most important and far-reaching aspects of human sociali-
zation (Granovetter, 1973). Networks shape everything from emotional support to career 
success, and increasingly they also shape individual perceptions of truth and reality, 
which has the possibility for long social consequences.
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Conclusion
This project highlights how young adults collect information via social media, and often 
use this knowledge as a filter for potential friends. We are observing the emergence of a 
techno-social cultural world that is experienced through the proxy of knowledge, as par-
ticipants “do homework” about one another so that they are knowledgeable about and 
connected to others. For those who engage deeply with the techno-social world, it allows 
for an unprecedented level of control and power to shape social relationships and 
networks.

Yet the integration of technological practices into social interactions is multifaceted. 
Increasingly, ample data is available that suggests that filtering based on shared political 
and social views is a concern with regard to the distribution of news media and data 
(Bozdag and van den Hoven, 2015; Flaxman et al., 2016; Pariser, 2011). This research 
indicates that the practice of avoiding information and people who contradict an indi-
vidual’s social and political views, which is amply researched in work on the consump-
tion of news media, is occurring in interpersonal relationships as well. While more 
research is needed in understanding this phenomenon, some implications are already 
evident.

Among those implications, the issue of increased network homogeneity in offline 
social groups may be among the most important. The implications of social homogeneity 
are profound, as the transmission and adoption of social norms, social capital, and col-
laborative action have long been reliant on weak tie networks (connections between 
people who are not close) that include individuals who have networks that reach across 
axis of difference (Granovetter, 1973). It is the case that people generally develop social 
relationships with peers who share similarities, even in childhood (Gifford-Smith and 
Brownell, 2003). However, the partial nature of online self-representation results in 
increasingly narrow views of what constitutes sameness and difference. Differences in 
opinion about a single social issue, of minor importance to one or both parties, can result 
in the truncation of fledgling social ties. This results in an increase in social fragmenta-
tion, which has serious implications for the ability of individuals to engage across ideo-
logical difference. Furthermore, social filtering can result in ideological echo chambers, 
which reinforce and strengthen both individual attitudes and group identity, which has 
sociopolitical implications (Sunstein, 2017). In addition, Granovetter (1973) notes that 
within social networks that lack weak ties, information and ideas circulate more slowly 
and tend to be less diverse. Recent political and social events suggest that ideological 
partisanship has important implications to social cohesiveness, political processes, and 
data-driven decision-making.

Despite the importance of these implications, some significant limitations to this pro-
ject exist. First, as a small-scale interview study this research cannot be used to general-
ize to larger populations. Further research needs to identify how widespread the practice 
of background checks is, and to what degree it is used to screen potential friends and 
circumscribe social networks among the general population. Second, the majority of 
participants in this study reference Facebook as their primary source of information 
about peer groups, but even at that point, a shift to other platforms, such as Instagram and 
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Snapchat, was occurring. The design of these social media platforms allows for the same 
kind of filtering to occur, so it seems likely that the growth of alternate social media 
platforms will increase, rather than limit the practice of social filtering. While this limita-
tion is significant, it is possible that future research could examine the degree in which 
practices of social filtering are evident across diverse social media platforms. An addi-
tional limitation of this study is related to the effectiveness of evaluating the impact of 
social location on the data I am presenting. In addition, while this small sample is not 
able to fully address the impact of racial and gendered identity on filtering practices as 
well as the way in which social media self-presentations are read by others, it is worth 
noting that women and people of color experience increased levels of surveillance and 
violence in both online communities and offline spaces (Bucchianeri et al., 2013; Finn, 
2004). It is the case that the experience of online social interaction is significantly shaped 
by gender. Women and non-binary people experience significant levels of inequality 
both online and off (Finn, 2004). These groups experience additional levels of violence 
both online and off, which are not fully captured by this analysis. Additional analysis of 
these findings and additional research is necessary to better evaluate the degree to which 
social location shapes filtering practices.

Despite these limitations, my research suggests that only a small component of ideo-
logical partisanship, practices like creeping and doing homework, among college stu-
dents contribute to the segregation of ideas and beliefs that some scholars consider a risk 
to the democratic process (Sunstein, 2017). All is not lost, however, as even social filter-
ing has the potential to create increasingly partisan divides along social and political 
lines, it also allows for the creation of shared communities. While these practices may 
discourage certain kinds of friendships forming, especially across social, moral, and 
political divides, it also allows for the persistence of relationships to build on shared 
values. Such relationships can, and as we have seen in the past decade, often do, build to 
become social movements that fight for justice and resist tyranny. The powerful social 
impacts of Arab Spring, Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and the Women’s March all began 
with the sharing of ideas and experiences in online spaces and the coming together of 
people with shared values. Whatever the impact of filtering on social networks in the 
coming decade, we can be sure that digital spaces and social media will play a profound 
role.

Author’s Note
As a single author I agree to the submission and confirm that it is not currently being considered 
for publication by any other print or electronic journal.

Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.

References
Flaxman S, Goel S and Rao JM (2016) Filter bubbles, echo chambers, and online news consump-

tion. Public Opinion Quarterly 80(S1): 298–320.



784 new media & society 21(3)

Adams RG and Allan G (eds) (1999) Placing Friendship in Context. Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Antheunis ML, Schouten AP and Krahmer E (2016) The role of social networking sites in early 
adolescents’ social lives. The Journal of Early Adolescence 36(3): 348–371.

Bakardjieva M (2014) Social media and the McDonaldization of friendship. Communications 
39(4): 369–387.

Blumer H (1962) Society as symbolic interaction. In: Rose A (ed.) Human Behavior and Social 
Processes an Interactionist Approach. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, pp. 179–92.

Boase J and Wellman B (2006) Personal relationships: on and off the Internet. In: Vangelisti AL 
and Perlman D (eds) The Cambridge handbook of personal relationships. 1st ed. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 914.

Boutyline A and Willer R (2016) The social structure of political echo chambers: variation in ideo-
logical homophily in online networks. Political Psychology 38(3): 551–569.

Bozdag E and van den Hoven J (2015) Breaking the filter bubble: democracy and design. Ethics 
and Information Technology 17(4): 249–265.

Bucchianeri MM, Eisenberg ME and Neumark-Sztainer D (2013) Weightism, racism, classism, 
and sexism: shared forms of harassment in adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health 53(1): 
47–53.

Cohen JM (1977) Sources of peer group homogeneity. Sociology of Education 50(4): 227–241.
Couldry N and Hepp A (2016) The Mediated Construction of Reality. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley 

& Sons.
Finn J (2004) A survey of online harassment at a university campus. Journal of Interpersonal 

Violence 19(4): 468–483.
Friedlander LJGJ, Reid N, Shupak R, et al. (2007) Social support, self-esteem, and stress as predic-

tors of adjustment to university among first-year undergraduates. Journal of College Student 
Development 48(3): 259–274.

Gifford-Smith ME and Brownell CA (2003) Childhood peer relationships: social acceptance, 
friendships, and peer networks. Journal of School Psychology 41(4): 235–284.

Granovetter MS (1973) The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology 78(6): 1360–
1380.

Haim M, Graefe A and Brosius H-B (2017) Burst of the filter bubble? Digital Journalism 6(3): 
330–343.

Halberstam Y and Knight B (2014) Homophily, group size, and the diffusion of political infor-
mation in social networks: evidence from Twitter. National Bureau of Economic Research, 
Working Paper no. 20681. Available at: http://www.nber.org/papers/w20681.pdf

Henrich CC, Kuperminc GP, Sack A, et al. (2000) Characteristics and homogeneity of early ado-
lescent friendship groups: a comparison of male and female clique and nonclique members. 
Applied Developmental Science 4(1): 15–26.

Johnson AJ, Haigh MM, Craig EA, et al. (2009) Relational closeness: comparing undergraduate 
college students’ geographically close and long-distance friendships. Personal Relationships 
16(4): 631–646.

Kim B and Kim Y (2017) College students’ social media use and communication network het-
erogeneity: implications for social capital and subjective well-being. Computers in Human 
Behavior 73: 620–628.

Lambert A (2013) Intimacy and Friendship on Facebook. 2013 ed. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Lönnqvist J-E and Itkonen JVA (2016) Homogeneity of personal values and personality traits in 
Facebook social networks. Journal of Research in Personality 60(Suppl. C): 24–35.



Standlee 785

Luyckx K and Robitschek C (2014) Personal growth initiative and identity formation in adoles-
cence through young adulthood: mediating processes on the pathway to well-being. Journal 
of Adolescence 37: 973–981.

McLuhan M (1967) The Medium Is the Message: An Inventory of Effects. New York: Bantam 
Books.

Masip P, Suau-Martínez J and Ruiz-Caballero C (2017) Questioning the selective exposure to 
news: understanding the impact of social networks on political news consumption. American 
Behavioral Scientist 62: 300–319.

Miller D and Slater D (2000) The Internet: An Ethnographic Approach. London: Bloomsbury 
Academic.

Pariser E (2011) The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You. London: Penguin Books.
Raacke J and Bonds-Raacke J (2015) Are students really connected? Predicting college adjustment 

from social network usage. Educational Psychology 35(7): 819–834.
Schuh MC, Sundar V and Hagner DC (2015) Friendship is the ocean: importance of friendship, 

acceptance, and leadership in the transition to adulthood. Career Development and Transition 
for Exceptional Individuals 38(3): 152–161.

Spencer L and Pahl R (2006) Rethinking Friendship. 1st ed. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press. Available at: https://press.princeton.edu/titles/8311.html

Spohr D (2017) Fake news and ideological polarization: filter bubbles and selective exposure on 
social media. Business Information Review 34(3): 150–160.

Standlee A (2016) Technology and making-meaning in college relationships: understanding hyper-
connection. Qualitative Sociology Review 12(2). Available at: http://www.alecea.com/PDFs 
/Alecea_Standlee_Technology_Making_Meaning_College_Relationships_Understanding 
_Hyper-Connectivity.pdf

Su CC and Chan NK (2017) Predicting social capital on Facebook: the implications of use intensity, 
perceived content desirability, and Facebook-enabled communication practices. Computers 
in Human Behavior 72: 259–268.

Sunstein CR (2009) Republic.com 2.0. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Sunstein CR (2017) #Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press.
Thomas A (2007) Youth Online: Identity and Literacy in the Digital Age. Bern: Peter Lang 

Publishing.
Thurlow C, Lengel L and Tomic A (2004) Computer Mediated Communication. 1st ed. London: 

SAGE.
Trottier D (2012) Interpersonal surveillance on social media. Canadian Journal of Communication 

37(2): 319–322.

Author biography
Alecea Standlee is an assistant professor of sociology at Gettysburg College, in Gettysburg, PA, 
USA. Her ongoing research examines the social and cultural implications of contemporary com-
munication technologies.


