
Emotional Reflexivity in Contemporary Friendships: Understanding It Using
Elias and Facebook Etiquette
by Mary Holmes
Flinders University

Sociological Research Online, 16 (1) 11
<http://www.socresonline.org.uk/16/1/11.html> 
10.5153/sro.2292
Received: 3 Aug 2010     Accepted: 18 Feb 2011    Published: 28 Feb 2011

Abstract
The popular social networking site Facebook has become a part of millions of people's everyday lives. In
order to help people navigate the friendships they form and maintain on Facebook there are many websites
offering advice about etiquette. This advice, and responses to it, can help reveal how contemporary
emotional expression is organised, especially as it relates to friendship. This paper critically adapts the
approach of other sociologists such as Norbert Elias, and Cas Wouters who have used etiquette and
advice books to explore social changes in emotionality. Using online advice about Facebook etiquette, it is
argued that there is uncertainty about the degree of emotional closeness appropriate for friendships in
contemporary life, especially where there are status differences. It is difficult to know how to feel and how
to behave within the relational complexity of contemporary life. In particular, expanded definitions of
friendship form part of this complexity which promotes and requires an 'emotionalisation of reflexivity'.
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Introduction

The popular networking site [Facebook] … is revealed as a minefield of etiquette blunders,
social gaffes and narcissistic indulgences to which the offending parties are completely
oblivious, much to the aggravation of their “friends” (Harris cited on Lyons 2007).

1.1 Being friends on social networking sites such as Facebook can be difficult. Innumerable websites
advise people on the proper etiquette to observe in using Facebook, in order to avoid ‘blunders’ and save
them from aggravating their friends or embarrassing themselves. This advice can reveal much about
contemporary emotionality, or ways of being emotional. Such information is crucial in creating a robust
sociology that includes attention to the emotional lives of individuals within social systems (Davetian
2005). There is a small body of sociological analysis of etiquette and advice books which provides such
analysis of emotionality (Elias 2000; Hochschild 2003; Wouters 2007; 2004; 1995a; 1995b). This
emotionality has many important aspects including gender differences (see Hochschild 2003), but here I
focus on general social changes over time. Norbert Elias (2000/1939) charts a formalizing of manners and
increased emotional restraint from the medieval to the end of the nineteenth century. Cas Wouters (2007;
2004; 1995a; 1995b) argues that this was followed by informalization in the twentieth century, which
enabled greater diversity of emotional expression, but required more regulation. Hochschild (1983) has
described greater regulation in terms of more management according to dominant feeling rules (e.g.
Hochschild 1983). In the twenty-first century it is possible that we are seeing the beginnings of another
shift in which the individualized disciplining, or managing, of emotionality is being replaced by a more
complex relational negotiation of emotional norms that can be characterized as an ‘emotionalization of
reflexivity’. Reflexivity is defined as the practices of altering one’s life as a response to knowledge about
one’s circumstances. Emotionalisation describes both the need for theories of reflexivity that recognize
emotions as key to thinking and acting and a process whereby detraditionalization means that people rely
more on emotions than past practices in reflexively shaping their lives (Holmes 2010).

1.2 Some insight into emotionalized reflexivity can be gained from internet texts about Facebook etiquette.
Facebook is the largest social networking site with over 500 million users, up from around 300 million when
I began this research in 2008 (Facebook 2011). Sociological literature on social networking sites confirms
that users have often struggled to agree on how the sites should be used (see Boyd and Ellison 2007;
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Hardey 2008a; Wellman 2001). Judging by the amount of advice available and the comments it draws,
online advice appears important in shaping norms about how to relate using Facebook. These internet
sources illustrate contested norms and ideals about how one should feel and behave. However, it is not
possible to entirely distinguish the descriptive from the prescriptive (Seidman 1991: 6) because users
share their experiences and use them as a basis for advising others. Advice is given via blogs, online
magazines and newspapers. As a whole, these sites give a very good picture of the kinds of concerns
around relating to others that new technologies like social network sites raise and represent.

1.3 As ‘the internet has become another mode of communication in people’s everyday lives’ (Helsper and
Whitty 2010: 916), the possibilities and pitfalls it presents require new manners, or ‘netiquette’. There are
some continuities but netiquette has changed over a relatively short time as the technology and the type
and context of online interactions has altered (see Beer and Burrows 2007). For example, in the 1990s
email etiquette was discussed by users. Much of the advice still seems relevant in the more interactive
formats of web 2.0. Emailers are advised to ‘assume that any message you send is permanent, to ‘have in
mind a model of your intended audience’, to ‘avoid responding while emotional’ and to ‘assume the honesty
and competence of the sender’. However, the other advice given seems less pertinent in the world of
social networking. It seems less necessary to say ‘do not insult or criticise third parties without giving
them a chance to respond’ and unthinkable to suggest that users ‘avoid irrelevancies’ (Sproull and Kiesler
1991: 54). As the following analysis suggests, if third parties are part of the network they always have ‘a
chance to respond’ and the leisure and friendship oriented nature of most online social networking now
encourages ‘irrelevancies’, unlike the more work oriented email form. There have been changes in the kind
of relationships computers mediate and how. The scholarly literature on computer mediated communication
shifted from early concern about online relationships as encouraging ‘uninhibited and aggressive’
communication, to acknowledgement that meaningful friendships and even romantic relationships can be
formed and maintained online (Baker and Whitty 2008; Helsper and Whitty 2010: 916; Mantovani 1994;
Sproull and Kiesler 1986; Valentine 2006; Whitty 2008). Social networking sites are now key online
platforms for meaningful relationships.

1.4 Social media form not so much a new space for relating as an extension of the ‘real’ world (Hardey
2008a). Thus, they provide a useful window on changes around emotions. Most people use sites like
Facebook to interact in familiar ways with people they already know (boyd 2008; Hardey 2008a; Lenhart
2009, Skinstad 2008), but there are also numerous opportunities for confusion (boyd 2008: 126). This paper
focuses on the confusions around making, maintaining and breaking links with online ‘friends’. The first
section of the paper reviews relevant literature about changes in the emotional content of social relations
and especially friendships. In the second section I outline the method of textual analysis used to explore
Facebook etiquette. The following sections introduce the three major themes that emerged from the data.
The first theme is uncertainty about how emotionally close different friendships should be, especially where
there are differences in social position. The second theme is the difficulty of managing emotions within
diverse online networks. The third theme relates to how Facebook etiquette indicates the emotional nature
of reflexivity within this relational complexity, especially given expanded definitions of friendship.

Emotional friendships

2.1 Emotionally close friendships supposedly prosper within contemporary societies where egalitarian
relationships are seen as the ideal (Allan 1998; Budgeon 2006; Pahl 2000; Roseneil 2005). Norbert Elias
and the Elisian scholar Cas Wouters can help explain how this has come about. Elias argues that from the
eleventh century up until the nineteenth, individuals have been expected to exercise increasing self-
restraint over their bodily and emotional needs. A study of manners based on etiquette books reveals how
major socio-historical processes alter, without completely determining, how people feel. For Elias
(2000/1939: 71), analyzing these books reveals social processes about which we have ‘very little direct
information’ (Elias 2000/1939: 72)[1]. The overall civilizing process involves a number of subsidiary
processes: socialisation, rationalisation, individualisation and pacification. Socialisation refers to how
children are taught to control their bodies and emotions. This process also occurs within societies as they
mature. Bodies and emotions are increasingly shaped around social expectations. More formal manners
are expected as modernity emerges, assisted by the introduction of new technologies like forks,
handkerchiefs and toilets. As rationalisation processes take hold emotions are subject to more regulation.
Societies during this period also experience individualisation, which entails a change of consciousness that
sees communal practices recede. People stop drinking from the same glass, and eating from a common
dish. They come to define their emotions in individual terms rather than as integral to kinship and local ties.
In addition, state formation is central to the civilizing process in that the state monopolises the ‘acceptable’
use of violence as part of the process of pacification (Elias 2000; Wouters 2004). Elias employs a
basically Freudian ‘repressive hypothesis’, which neglects that power does not always say ‘no’; power can
produce individuals and the relations between them (Foucault 1979). The resulting social practices and
processes cannot always be firmly categorised as ‘civilised’ and emotional trends are ambivalent. They are
as likely to tend towards increased conflict as they are to be examples of more civilised, socialised,
rationalised and pacified social relations (Burkitt 1996). This slightly revised version of an Eliasian
approach helps us understand changes in emotionality as requiring greater reflexivity to deal with less rigid,
more informal practices around feelings and relationships.

2.2 Cas Wouters (1995a, 1995b, 2004) continues the story Elias tells, charting an informalisation of
manners in the twentieth century. He uses American, Dutch, English and German etiquette books to
illustrate changes in the relations between individuals and social groups. The civilizing process continues
but ‘as national, continental and global integration processes exert pressure towards increasingly
differentiated regimes of manners, they also exert pressure towards increasingly reflexive and flexible
regimes of self-regulation’ (Wouters 2004: 210). New ways of making money emerge and thus status
barriers develop greater permeability, whilst self-restraint becomes more crucial. An examination of
etiquette reveals alterations in regimes of power and emotions because ‘[o]ne of the functions of etiquette
is to draw and maintain social dividing lines’ (Wouters 1995a: 108). Manners extend amongst a wider group



keen to portray themselves as cultured. Social divides, especially those around class and sex break down
in the twentieth century (Wouters 1995a, 1995b):

As low status groups have experienced some liberation from the 1960s, the maintenance of
social distance via manners has become less crucial but a level of detachment in viewing
oneself and others has become necessary. Manners previously taken for granted are
questioned. People ask ‘why is this forbidden and that permitted or prescribed?’ (Wouters
2004: 196).

2.3 As more egalitarian relations are favoured, although with national differences, friendships can become
more emotionally open (Wouters in this volume). Expressing ones emotions becomes expected within
close friendship relations based on trust, reciprocity and intimacy (Allan 1998; Pahl 2000, Spencer and
Pahl 2006). However, these friendship ideals do rely on the possibility of having a relatively equal
relationship, otherwise reciprocating can become problematic and trust and intimacy can be threatened if
one friend feels vulnerable in the face of the other’s superior social status (Bjornberg this volume). The kind
of ‘liberation’ of low status groups that Wouters notes, can also be conceived of as an example of diffusion
in power/knowledge (Foucault 1979) which brings more questions about what is acceptable, when and with
whom? Feeling rules that stipulate how people should feel in different social situations (Hochschild 1983)
are included in this questioning (Holmes 2004) and people may struggle to decide where social dividing
lines now lie. Emotion management becomes problematic as social change complicates social relations
and makes feeling rules uncertain.

2.4 Relational complexity can be difficult to deal with emotionally, as traditional practices fade. The
individualisation thesis (Bauman 2003; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995; 2002; Giddens 1992) posits a
weakening of intimate relationships as social life becomes more fragmented, but this does not fully capture
the impact of expanding behavioural and emotional alternatives (Holmes 2010). More impression
management (Goffman 1987) is required, although emotions may sometimes overwhelm attempts to
manage them (Holmes 2004, 2010, Mills and Kleinman 1988). Modernity sees each individual inhabit a
variety of roles and sometimes this can cause ‘role conflict’. People play different roles for different others,
so that someone behaves differently as a granddaughter than as a friend. The segregation of different
audiences is important in ‘allowing the individual to possess contradictory qualities’; but if that segregation
breaks down ‘[t]he embarrassment and vacillation characteristic of role conflict presumably result’
(Goffman 1961: 91). The intention here is not detailed engagement with, nor revival of, role theory.
However, role conflict is a useful term in studying social networking as a key example of the complexity of
relationality and emotionality under contemporary social conditions.

2.5 The relational complexity partly evidenced by social networking etiquette is particularly characterized
by expanded definitions of friendship (Budgeon 2006, Pahl and Spencer 2004, Spencer and Pahl 2006)
which require emotional reflexivity. Whether social change has brought an ‘emotional cooling’ (Hochschild
2003; Stearns, 1994) or more informal and perhaps ‘warmer’ emotional styles (Wouters 2004), people must
reflexively engage with emotions as they relate to others within different contexts (Holmes 2010). Feeling
rules focus on emotional control, a control that Elias and Wouters both suggest is increasingly required of
individuals, first as self-restraint is formalized and then as it becomes part of the reflexivity required as
informalisation occurs. The development of internet technology assists this informalisation. Using online
advice on Facebook etiquette I argue that feeling rules are shifting quickly and uncertain, so that
‘management’ is problematic and reflexivity necessary.

A textual analysis of online Facebook etiquette advice

3.1 Online advice about good manners in using Facebook indicates the need for people to employ
reflexivity in everyday relating to others. A search for websites containing online advice about Facebook
etiquette was conducted using the Google internet search engine. The search was performed 18 times
between 7 December 2008 and 20 March 2009, using the terms: ‘Facebook etiquette privacy feelings’.
Search engines do not necessarily find all relevant web pages and the reliability of their recall cannot be
calculated given how fast the internet changes (Oppenheim et al. 2000). It is therefore not possible to
establish how representative the results returned are, but the large number of results provide a broad range
for selection. The numbers of results returned each time ranged from 117,000 on January 13, to 620,000 on
March 20. I randomly chose the first, fifth and tenth result on each page and each time the search was
performed the selection restarted on the page following the last selection, until the 28th page was reached.
At that point the data was reaching saturation point, with the same pages starting to appear again and later
results were not about Facebook etiquette. In this way 83 links were selected, 34 of those were not
relevant, and 4 were repeats. This leaves a sample of 45 sites, mostly blogs (and comments) or online
articles about Facebook etiquette. Ethically it is unclear how ‘public’ some online material is (Baker and
Whitty 2008; Beer and Burrows 2007; Hookway 2008). Those commenting on blogs may not expect an
audience beyond their small user community so their names or nicknames have been changed to give
greater anonymity as far as is possible with sources available online. The writers of blogs are deemed to
be ‘publishing’ their writing and are therefore treated like off line published sources. This is not a virtual
ethnography, and no covert participant observation was undertaken but I have a Facebook profile which
helps give some familiarity with Facebook and assists in making sense of the data.

3.2 The forty-five texts analysed range from blogs or blog threads [2], to articles in online magazines and
newspapers. They are almost all Western, and despite 70 per cent of Facebook users being from outside
America (Facebook 2011), these pages are mostly from the US. A few are from the UK, Canada, and
Australasia. This reflects the underwhelming levels of internet access outside of the economically
privileged nations, but is also appropriate given that this paper uses work on the civilizing process in
Europe, which can apply with some variation to white settler former colonies (see Mennell 2007). Although
there may be a discrete sociogenesis to emotionality in each of the countries covered, the transnational
and virtual nature of Facebook makes it possible to discuss a broadly shared ‘netiquette’. Unlike the



manners books Elias and Wouters refer to, these texts are not written by ‘experts’ and I make no claim to
them being the most authoritative or popular sources. Some like Hardey’s (2008b) are popular blogs, others
are more obscure. Yet, taken together, the large number of relevant results on Facebook etiquette indicate
that many people turn to the internet for answers about social/emotional norms. The volume of comments
made on this topic when raised by bloggers also indicates that these are popular places to deal with
Facebook etiquette.

3.3 Advice on etiquette is to some extent democratised by the participatory possibilities of the internet.
Social network sites are a form of social media focused on interacting with others (Hardey 2008a: 54).
They are part of Web 2.0, a new more user generated version of the internet. With social media the
distinction between writers and audience breaks down (Beer and Burrows 2007). Instead of ‘experts’
informing the public about proper manners, people can consult various online communities and seek a
range of opinions about what is proper, and ‘think about this [social media etiquette] together’ (Brogan,
2007: July 9; See also Hartman 2008; Zorn 2008). Although only some of the data is presented here,
readers can explore further if they wish because it is retrievable, being available online (see Stanley and
Wise 2006). A number of themes arise from a careful reading of online Facebook advice, the first of which
relates to norms of friendship now requiring an emotional closeness that is problematic where there are
differences in social status.

Emotionally close friendships and status

4.1 Facebook etiquette illuminates how emotionally close friendships are valued in contemporary life, but
such closeness is only really achievable where friends share a similar social position. Manners are used
not to show superiority but to reinforce egalitarian principles. This has wider relevance because of the belief
that the difference between Facebook and the ‘real’ world is negligible (cf. Hardey 2008a). Chris Brogan, an
American consultant on social media, wrote a blog ‘Considering social network etiquette’ and one response
is a typical example of this belief:

[T]here should be fundamentally little difference between what you would do online or
offline…. Remember, you are talking to real people with real feelings, and being kind and
considerate of others is always better than being rude, or nasty or simply callous (Wilmena
cited on Brogan, 2007: July 9; see also Bryant cited on Majendie 2008).[3]

4.2 Tamara Weinberg (2008: December 10) agrees in her etiquette handbook that ‘[s]ocial media mimics
real relationships’. These relationships are not part of the same hierarchies and rules of the past and
potentially anyone can become a friend. Users are typically counseled to only ‘friend’ people they know
(Weinberg, 2008: December 10; see also Grant et al. 2007; Jackson 2008; Majendie 2008; Zorn 2008), but
it is unclear how well you have to know someone to become friends. In responding to a Chicago Tribune
blog in which journalist Eric Zorn asks for help navigating Facebook, David seems to think that some
change in practice is occurring:

I lecture on [social networking sites and] as most adults have noted, I only accept people I
know. … My students are split on this point, with more and more leaning to no strangers.
People take on all comers when new (few friends online and lots of novelty), and back off
after awhile (cited on Zorn 2008; see also Jarvis 2007).

4.3 However, more restraint in making friends online is sometimes advised, as in one British blogger’s
guide to Facebook which cautions that:

The potential friend needs to be suitably open and receptive to such a [friend] request. It
could be that in ‘real life’ you’re not such great friends after all – as a rebuff on Facebook is
as real as it gets! Perhaps time to look for a healthier connection – one-on-one in the
pub/following a leisure pursuit/incidental meeting in the street, rather than a forced ‘be my
friend’ show’ (Hardey 2008b: December 3).

4.4 Not everyone agrees and another response to the Tribune blog highlights how some people might use
Facebook to display popularity and increase status:

I usually accept all friend requests. Random request (sic) are kind of weird, but it doesn’t
really bother me that much. Plus, being friends with someone on Facebook lets you add nice
little anecdotes in every day conversation: “I was walking to class with Peter when—” “Oh,
he’s so cute! We're facebook friends.” (Margaret cited on Zorn 2008).

4.5 The New York guide to urban etiquette warns however, that having too many friends may not look good:

Can you reject a Friendster, Facebook, or MySpace friend request from someone you know?
No. It’s not as though adding someone to your online social network costs anything: The only
potential damage is to the perceived quality of your accumulated friends (New York Guides
2009).

4.6 Status differences between ‘friends’ certainly still call for more emotional distance and greater formality.
According to a campus magazine, University lecturers or Professors, for example should:

[L]imit participation with students on applications – at least to some degree. Go ahead and
compare your movie taste with your students, if you want – but don’t send them good karma
and sushi and other Facebook knickknacks on a daily basis. Students, this goes for you too.
Don’t “rock the granny panties” with your professor on SuperPoke’ (Rockler-Gladen, 2008;
see also Alison cited on Zorn 2008).



4.7 You need to consider who you are interacting with and the social context particular to different sites.
One man notes this in responding to Brogan’s blogged request for input on social media etiquette:

[T]here are class differences and that means manners differences. I wouldn’t dream of (for
example) using **profanity in jest** within LinkedIn [a networking site for professionals], but I
certainly would in MySpace [a site originally intended for sharing music and popular with
teenagers], where it’s de rigeur’ (Dave cited on Brogan, 2007: July 9).

4.8 Where there are clear differences in status, being ‘friends’ is more difficult. Many people are aware of
this, as one American journalist explains:

In a recent online Globe and Mail poll, 84 per cent of nearly 5,200 respondents answered no
to the question of whether they would add their boss to their list of Facebook friends
(Dunfield 2008; see also Diaz 2008; Ray cited on Zorn 2008).

4.9 Two responses on the Chicago Tribune blog thread cited earlier suggest potential problems in friending
those in authority over you (like bosses) and those over whom you have some authority (like kids):

you can friend your kids, but bosses and teachers can get weird. I will not friend my bosses,
… you have to watch for professionalism, esp (sic) when you are beyond high school (Alison
cited on Zorn 2008; see also Dunfield 2008).

[Whether it is proper to friend your kids, boss or teacher] really depends on the relationship
you have with that person in real life (Corrine cited on Zorn 2008, see also Cate)

4.10 Another respondent to the same thread, advises: ‘maybe not [friend] your kids. That would be
embarrassing’ (Lisa cited on Zorn 2008). Indeed the potential for embarrassment is mentioned in most of
the advice on this topic and the more emotive and ‘fun’ registers employed with peers might need to be
restrained in relating to those in authority.

4.11 This kind of advice about social networking can reveal much about current emotional norms,
especially around friendships. Online friends should consider each other’s feelings in the same way as
offline, and although emotional closeness is encouraged with ‘real’ friends, where there are status
differences more cautious self-expression is advised. Social media bridging of social distances is likely to
be limited if people are trying to display themselves as having quality friends and merely reinforcing offline
friendship groups online. This must keep networks quite homogenous, reinforcing social divisions,
especially between classes. However, social networks tend to favour ideals of friendship as an egalitarian,
intimate and sometimes playful type of relation and despite the problems noted online networks often
involve complex webs of relations to others.

Emotions within relational complexity

5.1 Online networks are emotionally fraught because they are usually ‘an unholy collection of people who,
in everyday life, you’d probably go to great lengths to keep apart’ (Marsden 2008). One solution is to be
careful about who you ‘friend’ in the first place. Some suggest avoiding confusion by keeping Facebook for
your peers, and maybe family. Sometimes it is thought necessary to friend to avoid awkwardness, but
usually the advice is to friend someone because of a ‘real’ emotional connection. Commenting as part of
the Tribune blog thread, ‘RS’ articulates this and the other bloggers referenced say similar things:

Facebook friends [are] people you know and don’t dislike. For example, I didn't accept a
friend request from a high school pal who I had a major falling out with a few years ago. But
some people I know have mended their feuds by becoming friends on Facebook. … [I advise
you to] accept everyone as a pal because you never know when you might run into this
person in the future (rs cited on Zorn 2008; see also Doctorow 2007; Dunfield 2008).

5.2 It is clear that many people do not friend all comers, but manage their networks, as Corrine says in the
same blog thread:

I’m a little selective with my friending. Not that it happens too often, but I don't want to friend
random strangers. (Corrine cited on Zorn 2008; see also Jackson 2008; Alba cited in Jernigan
2008).

5.3 Another way of ‘managing’ the potential role conflict (Goffman 1961) of diverse audiences on your
network is to edit posts, as ‘Miss Manners’ (otherwise known as Judith Martin) recommends in her US
newspaper advice column:

Online postings should contain only what you might freely show new acquaintances without
embarrassing others or (as an astonishing number of people need to be told) themselves’
(Martin, 2008: September 18; see also Bilberry 2008; crunchmonster and SamSmith cited on
Ask MetaFilter, 2007: September 17; Dunfield 2008; Mooney 2007).

5.4 A common suggestion for avoiding embarrassment or misinterpretation is to use the ‘Limited Profile’
option. This means ‘you can reveal to select individuals a limited version of your profile!’ (Mooney 2007;
see also Hardey 2008b; Lisa cited on Zorn 2008; MayBe and ShortMay cited on Ask MetaFilter, 2007:
September 17). They then only have access to selected information. Age differences, kinship ties and
working relations can make friendship difficult, as already noted. Using a limited profile is a key way to
cope as three respondents to Zorn’s Tribune blog indicate:



I’ve found that older people who are newer to facebook often misinterpret things. …. Because
of the possibilities for these types of confusion, it’s often better to have a “limited profile” that
has only minimal information for work colleagues (Lisa cited on Zorn 2008).

Family member and boss friendships can get sticky too. Perhaps your kids can keep you on
limited profile …. You can also put your boss on limited profile as well. That way, you can
accept them as friends and not hurt their feelings (rs cited on Zorn 2008).

At the very least, create a limited profile, which can be sanitized for your boss, coworkers,
etc. (Nathan cited on Zorn 2008).

5.5 However, these and other contributors arguably provide not just strategies for managing emotions in
Facebook relations, but highlight the reflexivity involved especially when drawing attention to the ‘tongue
and cheek (sic)’ aspect of social media and its rules of etiquette (Hardey 2008b; see also Mooney 2007).
One respondent on Zorn’s blog for the Tribune says:

You’re taking the whole “facebook etiquette” thing way too seriously. Facebook is a great way
to procrastinate and it appeals to the voyeur in all of us, but that’s about it (Nathan cited on
Zorn 2008).

5.6 Other sources point out that ‘students aren’t always serious about the things they post there [on
Facebook]’ (Stuart 2006; see also Lamsback 2007). Some writers like one journalist writing for an online
lifestyle magazine, make fun of the seriousness of advice given:

Debrett's says wait 24 hours before accepting a friend request, so you can think it over. But
maybe a better strategy is to leave them hanging. Then nonchalantly reject their request.
They’ll cope. It’s only social networking, after all (Marsden 2008; cf. Hartman 2008).

5.7 Role conflict can help in understanding these discussions about how to present a suitable self to a
diverse network because ‘we are led to consider mechanisms for avoiding such conflict or dealing with
unavoidable conflict’ (Goffman 1961: 91). The chief mechanisms for avoiding role conflict are evident in the
three types of typical advice given on dealing with diverse audiences. The first type of advice recommends
avoiding conflict by restricting one’s audience and not friending bosses, co-workers, parents, ex-partners or
kids (see Dunfield 2008; Hardey 2008b; SamSmith cited on Ask MetaFilter 2007: September 17, VieOnYva
cited on Etiquette Hell 2009). Secondly, users are advised to restrict, or edit, what is posted (e.g. Martin
2008; Ask Metafilter 2007; Rockler-Gladen 2008). Thirdly, it is recommended that people employ the limited
profile (Money 2007; Nathan cited on Zorn 2008). Segregating your audience, can also be done by using
different social network sites for different audiences (see Dave cited on Brogan 2008, July 9). The diversity
of audiences can cause problems because, for example, older users may ‘misinterpret’ postings (see Lisa
cited on Zorn 2008). This highlights the swift succession of ‘generations’ within the rapidly changing
technologies and associated practices (Beer and Burrows 2007). However, older technologies and
practices do not necessarily disappear and there is a complex layering of their use in people’s interactions
(Wilding 2006). For example, David (cited on Zorn 2008) claims that his students are ‘more and more
leaning to no strangers’ in their practices, but some like Margaret (cited on Zorn 2008) are still fairly free in
their friending. They may not be taking Facebook friendships very seriously and adopting a more playful
approach, using humour to deal with or avoid conflict. Playful or serious, these are as much attempts to
reflexively relate to others as to fit emotions to feeling rules, because norms about how to feel are now
frequently uncertain (Holmes 2010).

5.8 Emotions are managed not simply around uncertain rules but according to complicated sets of
relations. The blurring between categories of kin and non-kin (Pahl and Spencer 2004, Simpson 2006) can
complicate rather than simplify friendship. Status differences continue within an informalizing of manners
applying more to peer-to-peer than familial, educational or working relationships. Friending your kids might
be embarrassing (Lisa cited on Zorn 2008); students are advised not to ‘rock the granny panties’ with their
lecturers (Rockler-Gladen 2008) and the general recommendation is to ‘watch for professionalism’ (Alison
cited on Zorn 2008) if friending your boss and co-workers. People are advised to consider their audience.
Another way to cope with the complications of social networking is to get rid of ‘friends’.

Emotional reflexivity: Defriending

5.9 Advice about defriending on Facebook further illustrates the need for considerable emotional reflexivity
in online (and offline) networking. This means having to interpret one’s own and others’ emotions.
Defriending involves removing someone from your list of friends, so they can no longer freely view your
profile. Facebook does not inform people when they are defriended and if they have a large number of
‘friends’ they may not notice. Nevertheless there is a possibility they might, and defriending or ‘deleting’ is
often advised against, as in this example from an online advice site attending to Facebook etiquette:

[T]ry to refrain from deleting [friends]. If not out of consideration for their feelings, then at
least out of consideration for a potentially awkward run-in with them in the future
(eHowInternet Editor, n.d.; see also Hardey cited on Kaufman 2007; Jackson 2008; rs cited
on Zorn 2008).

Potential embarrassment might deter defriending, but others like this US journalist think:

If you don’t want to create any hard feelings, you can also accept all friend requests, but
then quietly remove those you don’t want (Dunfield 2008; see also Lisa cited on Zorn 2008).

5.10 There are a variety of reasons you may not want some people in your network, but emotions like



embarrassment and discomfort feature strongly. One reason for defriending might be because ‘your
Facebook friend doesn’t adhere to Facebook etiquette’ (eHowInternet Editor, n.d.). ‘RS’ agrees in his
comments on the Tribune blog thread:

‘[If] you’ve accepted a stranger as your friend and they deface your wall[4], it’s time to say
goodbye’ (rs cited on Zorn 2008; see also Etiquette Hell 2009).

5.11 Similarly, people who inspire discomfort by being ‘creepy and weird’ (Candy cited on Yelp 2008) are
mentioned as legitimate targets for defriending, as seen in Tina’s contribution to a Yelp review site
comparing Facebook and Myspace:

There is nothing in life that says you can’t delete someone if you aren't comfortable with
them (Tina cited on Yelp 2008; see also Simon and Casey cited on Yelp 2008)

5.12 Lisa makes a similar comment in response to the Tribune blog. She explains that:

if you’re creepy, ie (sic) invite me to New Hampshire to smoke pot with you and your friends
(true story), I defriend. Easier than rejecting outright and sneakier because it doesn't ever
notify someone that they've been defriended (Lisa cited on Zorn 2008).

5.13 Chris Brogan also advocates such an approach, in his blog on etiquette:

My theory of weirdos is simple. Drop them quietly, softly, and without fanfare. If there’s a way
to let them stay friends on a service, but remove their ability to see your updates, cool. If
not, drop them quietly (Brogan 2007, July 9).

5.14 Individuals are being advised to reflect and act (be reflexive) based on how they feel about others.
‘Creepy’ and ‘weird’ epithets appear to be understood to designate someone who has sufficiently breached
interactional conventions for another person to feel ill at ease. Often what is ‘weird’ about an offender is not
really explained, but this does not prevent advice being given to break off relations with them – albeit
‘quietly’ (Brogan 2007; see also Dunfield 2008).

5.15 Defriending may also be advised where there is no ‘real’ relationship or friendly feeling. An anonymous
wiki technology based blog recommends reflexivity in relation to former girlfriends and boyfriends:

If you are just saying that [you can still be friends with your ex-partner] so you can Facebook
stalk them, do yourself a favour and just delete them (Anonymous 2008; see also Hardey
2008b, September 3; Kaufman 2007).

5.16 A respondent to the Yelp thread already mentioned appears to think that if you have negative feelings
about someone then you should defriend. His advice is to ‘delete everyone whom you do not have good
memories of/ cannot recall’ (Arthur cited on Yelp 2008). This philosophy seems to be shared by Marlene,
who advises:

[defriend] [i]f they are inappropriate, or ugly (I deleted a guy who was ugly, my poor friend in
Tampa), he just couldn’t be there, ex-husband’s family, delete people who shouldn’t know
your business. My philosophy is that facebook is not myspace, facebook is a place for
friends and intimacy with those selected friends. I deleted my sister because she was
jealous of me (Marlene cited on Yelp 2008).

5.17 This view of Facebook as, at least ideally, a space for ‘positive’ intimacy with ‘real’ friends appears to
be quite widely accepted and the defriending practices described show emotional reflexivity in operation as
people consider who their ‘real’ friends are. Although some ‘have mended their feuds by becoming friends
on Facebook’ (rs cited on Zorn 2008), generally conflict is avoided. Anyone who ‘you do not have good
memories of’ goes (Arthur cited on Yelp 2008) and for some it is acceptable to defriend anyone you dislike,
or is ugly or jealous of you (Marlene cited on Yelp 2008). Nevertheless, the advice suggests defriending
quietly so as not to hurt people’s feelings. Deliberately informing people they have been defriended is
frowned upon, as evident in Facebook policy and the site controllor’s adverse reaction to a Burger King
Promotion described by a US journalist:

[The] Whopper Sacrifice campaign, … offered a free hamburger to anyone who severed the
sacred bonds with 10 of the friends they had accumulated on Facebook. Facebook
suspended the program because Burger King was sending notifications to the castoffs letting
them know they'd been dropped for a sandwich (or, more accurately, a tenth of a sandwich)
(Quenqua 2009).

5.18 Facebook stopped the Whopper sacrifice campaign, not because it objected to commercializing
friendship – which might be a little hypocritical, but because the site owners have always wanted to avoid
any association with individuals’ decisions about defriending. Not shy of suggesting ‘people you might
know’ and want to friend, Facebook does not propose people for defriending, nor tell anyone whom you do
delete. Guidance about defriending without inflicting too much emotional pain has to be sought elsewhere.

5.19 Defriending practices seem to show a cold-hearted attitude to one’s friends but in fact may indicate
the expanded definitions of friendship that apply on Facebook where ‘friends’ may include long lost high
school chums, work colleagues, your Grandmother and a nice person you met at a conference last year. It
may be relatively easy to defriend ten of these less intimate contacts without emotional fallout. Some
recommend defriending as a sort of emotional and social housekeeping (see Hardey 2008a). Friendships
involve more than liking each other (Allan 1998; Pahl 2000), and many of those discussing Facebook



etiquette agree that it is not as simple as getting rid of friends you dislike. Some may have dumped a few
‘friends’ for ‘a tenth of a [Burger King] sandwich’ (Quenqua 2009), but it is unlikely that ‘real’ and close
friendships were ended that way. Trimming one’s list of ‘friends’ is only necessary and possible within the
more expanded and sometimes confused definitions of friendship which are encouraged by social media,
but not confined to them (see Pahl and Spencer 2004). Given the close association between real and
online networks, defriending may be needed to keep networks a manageable size (Hardey 2008a).
Connections should preferably have some ‘quality’, some depth of emotion rather than being a ‘forced be
my friend show’ (Hardey 2008b). This indicates that expanded definitions of friendship (Budgeon 2006, Pahl
and Spencer 2004, Spencer and Pahl 2006) might prompt new ways of reflecting and acting on feelings for
others.

5.20 ‘Good’ manners require a reflexive ability to interpret others’ and one’s own emotions which not
everyone possesses equally. The discussions show that ‘an astonishing number of people need to be told’
to take care in what is posted online (Martin 2008). What is felt as a breach of manners sufficient to
defriend will differ according to the situation and the shifting etiquette by which various groups guide their
interactions. Teenagers on the MySpace social network seem to delete ‘friends’ in a fairly relaxed fashion,
but this may be because their ‘friends’ are likely to include people not physically present in their lives and
with whom bonds are fairly superficial (see Holland and Harpin 2008: 125). Although there are general
social rules, some vary across different social groups and it may be a clash of (sub)cultures or classes
that causes discomfort. An invitation to smoke pot in New Hampshire might be cool for some and ‘creepy’
for others (Lisa on Zorn 2008). Reflexivity is relational and there are social and cultural differences in how
people feel their way in a world where intimacy is rapidly altering.

Conclusion

6.1 This analysis of Facebook etiquette indicates that a variety of emotional alternatives are possible and
there is a need for considerable emotional reflexivity in navigating relational and emotional norms. Beer and
Burrows (2007) argue that technologies change so quickly that sociologists cannot keep up. Neither it
seems can the people using them and reassurance is sought from their user communities. This rapid
change (see also Oppenheim et al. 2000) means that analysis of a few years of web material about
Facebook etiquette can cover substantial change compared to the slower paced alterations in manners
documented by Elias and Wouters. Elias interpreted these changes as constituting a formalization of
manners in which bodily and emotional self-restraint grew in importance. Wouters argued that the twentieth
century saw a relaxing of etiquette and an emotionality that was diversified and democratized, but also
reliant on more individual reflexivity. Online as offline presentation of self requires dealing with a world
where friendship has become considered an ideal kind of relationship, focused more on egalitarian forms of
connection (Roseneil 2005). However, it is difficult to know who to count as ‘friends’ within current complex
and shifting social patterns of relating to others. Especially difficult can be shifting between the more
formal manners still usually expected in relating to those of ‘higher’ status and the informality required by
friendship with peers. It can be emotionally difficult to manage diverse networks, but people friend
selectively and edit and limit their posts and profiles with some ‘friends’. Many are playful and funny in
their use of social networks, although role conflict is often an issue.

6.2 Online rules of etiquette are expected to follow those offline and it is still the case that people friend
and defriend others for ‘social reasons’ (Doctorow 2007). Users may be advised to exercise self-restraint in
avoiding rudeness or nastiness, partly because general principles of pacification apply. There is the ‘fear of
a potentially awkward run in with them in the future’ (eHow Internet Editor, 2001). Turning down friend
requests needs to be carefully done as part of displaying a civilised self, which involves maintaining the
‘quality of your accumulated friends’ (New York Guides 2009). Those overly free in friending may be
accused of ‘friend farming’ (collecting friends to look good) (Hardey 2008a: 132), and Margaret’s (cited on
Zorn 2008) strategy of accepting all friend requests may lead to her being labelled a Facebook ‘whore’, who
has too many friends and is too interested in self-display (Holland and Harpin 2008: 126-8). Equally,
although internet relations can involve exchange relations as well as friendship, using Facebook for selling
or spamming is not approved by most users (see Bilberry 2008; Quenqua 2009). Etiquette evolves in
relation to others.

6.3 Emotional reflexivity is required to enable navigation of patterns of relating where hierarchies are less
clear and where family, colleagues and a variety of peers might all be counted as ‘friends’. This reflexivity
is at work as individuals communicate about whom to exclude as friends and why. The potential emotional
consequences of severing friendship ties are still thought to be serious if there is a ‘real’ intimacy. The
considerable amount of discussion around defriending is a clear indication of the emotional pitfalls
attending complex relationality in the twenty-first century. It is hard to avoid embarrassment and to keep
relations ‘comfortable’ and ‘real’ within the quickly shifting diversity of contemporary relationships.

6.4 Some informalizing of manners has occurred, but emotionality in the twenty-first century is not free of
power struggles. Social constraints are more varied and uncertain, but still centre around status relations
within key social settings such as family, education and work. Users of social networking sites like
Facebook debate how to act within a range of situations in which the guiding force of tradition has
considerably lessened and greater complexity emerged. Relationality is more diverse but not necessarily
more fluid and flexible. People are compelled to employ an emotionalized reflexivity in order to behave
‘appropriately’ in the range of types of interactions they experience. They reflect and act partly according to
their perception of how they and others feel within particular interactional contexts. The complex diversity
of these contexts within contemporary life puts emotional reflexivity at the heart of everyday life and at the
centre of social reproduction (Holmes 2010).

6.5 Emotional reflexivity is employed with varying degrees of subtlety and ‘success’ as people navigate
friendships and other relationships. Why some might employ emotional reflexivity more effectively is not
clear from this data and requires further research. It is clear that thinking, feeling and acting emotionally



have to be done around the possibilities and constraints of particular sets of social relations. Within
expanded definitions of friendship, differing social status can still make friendships a problem and the
sheer plethora of possible friends requires reflexive decisions not based on rational choice, but made by
discussing, deliberating and feeling a way through connections and disconnections.

Notes
1 Historians have questioned too much reliance on texts prescribing how people should behave because
they may bear little relation to how people do behave. Yet from a sociological point of view it is precisely
the blurry and shifting line between norms and actions that fascinates (cf. Seidman 1991: 6).
21 A blog is a ‘personal website, based on posted entries that are displayed in a chronological order’
(Hardey 2008a: 56). A blog thread is one post together with the comments received from readers.
3 I give the reference for the quotation provided and then reference other similar examples. Links for these
can be found in the reference list if readers wish to explore further.
4 The ‘wall’ is a space where any of your friends can post messages and photos and comments for all
others who have access to your profile to see.
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