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Abstract
This research project aims to highlight how Interpersonal Communication Management Information in Computer-MediatedCommunication has changed over the years, primarily as a result of the widespread adoption of digital practices associated
with the Second Internet Age, otherwise called Web 2.0 whichbecame prevalent in the latter part of the 20th century and
continues to evolve today. It presents the results of an empirical research project based on data collected longitudinally
(spanning the period 2002-2012) from 458 personal semi-constructed in-depth interviews with Internet users from 24
countries. The findings reveal a significant shift in users’ perceptions concerning the degree of "security" and "familiarity" of
the Web between the pre- and the post- Web 2.0 eras. Additionally, the paper discusses the significant changes brought about
with regard to two fundamental concepts in communication theory: the concept of the “audience”, and the long-standing
dichotomy between the 'private' and 'public' spheres of social life. Based on Social Penetration Theory the paper proposes an
integrative model for comprehending the mechanisms of personal information management in interpersonal communication,
applicable to both online (Computer-Mediated) and offline (Face-To-Face) contexts of communication.
Keywords: Computer-Mediated Interpersonal Communication, Private and Public Personal Information, Self-Disclosure, Social
Penetration Theory

1. Introduction
Already distanced from the first era of cybercultural studies and its analytical emphasis on the issues of Identity and
Community (Reid 1994; Rheingold 1994; Turkle, 1995; Slouka 1995; Argyle & Shields 1996; Bruckman, 1996; Stone 1996;
Robins 1996; Seabrook 1997; Wynn & Katz 1997; Markham 1998; Wallace 1999; Silver, 2000; Barnes 2001), today we
find ourselves in the Second Internet era - often referred to as Web 2.0. - characterized by the ubiquitousness of computing,
the practices of produsage, and the dominance of Social Network Sites (SNSs) as the primary mode of mediated social
interaction in the digital sphere. Although there is not a definite definition of Web 2.0. 1, this term is widely taken to signify
the move towards a more interactive, collaborative, social and responsive web, related not only to a set of changes in
technological standards, but more importantly, to a fundamental change in how we use the Internet and its social
affordances. In the early days of the web, we used it as a tool. Today, we are not using the Internet merely as a tool - we
are becoming a part of it. As a result of the widespread adoption of highly-interactive applications and platforms amongst
internet users (Khang, H., Ki E-J., Ye L., 2012), our relationship with the Medium itself has undergone a major, albeit not
always perceptible, change: not only are we increasing our usage of the Internet - from how much time we spend on it at
home to how we are increasingly carrying around a version of it in our pocket - but we are changing the way we interact
with it. The concepts of a culture of sharing, of ubiquity, hyperconnectivity, and hybridity are today extensively used to
describe our mundane online interactions and our everyday encounters with the others who make up our digital personal
networks.
81F

The integration of computer-(or mobile)-mediated communication into our daily lives, has changed the symbolic power of
technology, turning it into an environment within which almost all of our lifeworld activities transpire, a mediating force
whose power is inescapable and holistic (Tapscott, 2009; Wells Brignal III, Van Valey, 2007, boyd, 2008). It could be said
that the growth of Web 2.0. technologies has embedded into our daily lives what sociologist Manuel Castells had described
1 The term Web 2.0 was first coined as early as 1999 and was then used by Tim O’Reilly during the O’Reilly Media Web 2.0 conference
of 2004 to describe websites that “allow users to interactand collaborate with each other in a social media dialogue as creators of usergenerated content in a virtual community” (O’Reilly, 2005).
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as the culture of “real virtuality”, “the enclosing of dominant cultural manifestations in an interactive, electronic
hypertext,which becomes the common frame of reference for symbolic processing from all sources andall messages”
(Castells, 2000:694). This thrusting evolution of electronically-mediated communication has impacted greatly on all facets
of our social and personal lives, including the nature of mediated interpersonal communication, which is the focus of this
study.
While the greatest part of research output in the discipline of CMC seems to be focusing on the exploration of the
mechanisms of communication in Social Media sites (Wang, et al., 2010; Zywica & Danowski, 2008) or towards the
comparison between different SNSs in terms of their functional and structural features (Kuznekoff J.H., 2013; Shen,
Brdiczka, Ruan, 2013), there is a marked absence of approaches that trace and revise how online interpersonal
communication over the last decades, and more particularly between what could for analytical reasons be conceptualized
as a divide between the pre-and the post-Web 2.0 era. This paper aims to cover this ground by presenting the major
findings of a research project that was designed to trace how the attitudes, opinions and behaviours of Internet media users
have changed along the transition from the Web 1.0 to the Web 2.0 period. Its dual objective is firstly, to unravel how the
mechanics of online interpersonal communication have changed over the years, and secondly, to put forward a revisited
model for the theoretical and empirical analysis of how personal information is negotiated and presented in interpersonal
communication contexts. It is argued that this model, despite being based on findings from an online research project, is of
a wider validity and could be applicable to both mediated and non-mediated contexts of interpersonal communication.
2. Background
2.1. Personal Homepages and Communities
The appropriation by individuals of the unique affordances provided by Internet-based tools and platforms for the
construction of personal identity has been, since the early days of cyberculture, one of the most prolific areas of scholarly
research. In the early 1990s, the Internet was touted as a new environment with unlimited potential for identity-management,
“laboratory for identity” (Turkle, 1995), the implication being that computer users could play any social role they liked and
transform themselves into fantasy selves, free of all physical and natural constraints (Wallace, 1999).
Sociologist’s Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical theory on self-presentation, impression-management and behavior in public
places has been often used to throw light on online identity-construction processes, and continues to be today, in the
Second Internet age, a highly influential and helpful interpretative framework for analyzing how identity is performed in
digital settings. (Miller, 1995; Walker, 2000; Sherman, 2001; Miller & Arnold, 2001, (Ross, 2007; Chester & Bretherton,
2007; Utz, 2010; Pinch, 2010; Tan W.K, Teo H.H., 2011, Cunningham 2013). In the pre-Web 2.0 era, the presentation of
the Self (in the sense of making public a personal narrative or description of the Self that answers to the question “who are
you?”), was primarily expressed in Personal Homepages, which featured high on the research agenda of cybercultural
researchers and digital media scholars (Döring, 2002; Dominick, 1999; Chandler, 1998; Chandler & Roberts-Young, 1998;
Killoran, 2002; Cheung, 2000). In concert with the issue of identity, the topic of community equally captured the sociological
imagination in the form of the then newly-emergent phenomenon of “virtual communities” popularized in the works of
Howard Rheingold (1994), Smith & Kollock (1999), Van Dijk (1997), Preece (2000) and others, or related issues of “online
collaborative action” (Donelan, Kear, Ramage, 2010) or the “politics of identity” expressed through “virtual ethnicities” and
“digital diasporas” (Diamantaki, 2003; Burkhalter, 1999).
2.2. Self-Presentation as a node of an interpersonal communication network
Starting in the early ‘00s, the rapid diffusion of the highly interactive applications of Web 2.0 has provided users not only
with the possibility of directly producing, sharing and exchanging multimedia content (textual, video, audio, etc) in a bottomup way (Bruns, 2006; Ochoa & Duval, 2008, Lastowka, 2007; Van Dijk, 2009; Leung 2009) – thus allowing them to adopt
the role of producers in addition to the role of consumers of media content – but has somehow forced them to take a more
active role in how they present themselves to others and how they appropriate this self-presentation as a means to connect
and form linkages with distant others (Lastowka, 2007; Van Dijk, 2009; Leung 2009). What can be observed as we trace
the evolution from the first to the second Internet era, is the gradual shift of focus from digital self-presentation as an end
in itself (manifest in the Personal Homepages or in the common interests-based virtual communities), to presentation as a
node of an interpersonal communication network, reflecting how our online personal are expressed through social media
profiles and interactions. Digital media scholars boyd & Ellison (2008) argue that SNSs are a type of organizational
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functional extension of virtual communities, citing Facebook as the prime example of a network that evolved from being a
bounded, exclusive student network to a rapidly expanding network that spans the globe and encompasses an ever larger
part of the demographic. However, by characterizing them as “ego-centered networks” – as opposed to the earlier
thematically-organized virtual communities - they position them as an entirely new phenomenon (boyd & Elisson op.cit.;
boyd, 2006), reflecting a growing personalization, self-referentiality and perhaps even solipsism in how communication is
enacted in contemporary digital networks. While SNSs do not seem to be easily compatible with the qualitative features
associated with “communities” such as boundedness or the existence of a shared public space visible to all members
(Rheingold, 1994; 2012; Parks, 2011), they however are no less important given their staggering popularity and their
increasing pervasiveness in all dimensions of lived experience and social interaction (boyd & Elisson op.cit.). Furthermore,
networks are heralded as being the mode of social organization that best fits the logic of contemporary society, as in Barry
Wellman’s (1988) observation that social life is after all made up of networks not closed groups.
The explosive diffusion of SNSs, their ego-centered structure and the new communicational landscape that is now evolving
before our eyes, quickly captured scholarly attention oriented towards various different dimensions of digital interaction.
Wang, Moon et al (2009), for example, draw attention to the role of visual cues in friendship-formation between Facebook
users and highlight the importance of attractiveness of profile photos. Gilpin (2011) has studied the role of Twitter in
professional identity and image-construction. Page (2013) compared the narrative structures of YouTube, Twitter and
Wikipedia. Paavilainen, Hamari et. al. (2013) have studied the perceptions about social network games, Daraghmi & Yuan
(2014) have confirmed the six degrees of separation theory in Facebook, while Jin (2013) has examined the correlation
between loneliness and use of Facebook, finding that while lonely people describe Facebook as an optimal medium for
enriching their social lives, they however are left rather unsatisfied from its actual use.
2.3. Self disclosure
In thinking how interpersonal communication unfolds online, the concept of Self-disclosure or as Jourard & Lasakow, (1958,
p. 91) phrase it the ‘‘process of making the self known to others”, has a central role and deserves particular attention.
Variables that are examined in studies of self-disclosure are the degree, the breadth, and the quality of the information that
is being shared, but probably more important is the process of self-disclosure itself and the subjective meanings attached
to it. From the onset of every communicative relationship, the interactants initiate a process of exchanging personal
information, whether that is information consciously and strategically given to others or information given-off unintentionally
through our verbal or non-verbal behaviours (Goffman, 1959). In effect, the exchange of personal information regulates
interaction itself and helps participants negotiate their relationship and interpersonal behaviours (Goffman, 1959). Although
the archetypical process of self-disclosure concerns dyadic relations (Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco, 1998; Rubin
et. al., 1980), the concept can also apply to groups (Galegher, Sproull & Kiesler, 1998) or relations with and within
organizations (Joinson et. al., 2007).
The process of self-disclosure inherently entails a dimension of risk-taking. Any “request to communicate” extended towards
Others, is at the same time a kind of “exposure” (Panos, 2007) as well as an act of taking a risk, given that a failed attempt
to communicate may be interpreted as rejection, scorn or even ridicule and castigation. This probably explains why selfdisclosure levels are considerably higher amongst complete strangers (Rubin, 1975), since confiding in strangers rather
than friends or acquaintances neutralize the impact of the negative consequences and the risks entailed in self-disclosure.
This phenomenon is known in its typical, symbolic form as the “strangers in the train”, or the “Strangers on the Internet”
(Joinson et. al., 2007), phenomenon, implying the critical role that the factor of anonymity plays in this process. With
regards to self-disclosure, studies have showed that the Internet’s anonymity 1 and reduced cues might stimulate online
self-disclosure because there is no fear of being ridiculed or rejected (Derlega, Metts, & Petronio, 1993; Pennebaker, 1989).
82F

2.4 FTF vs CMC Self-Disclosure and Social Penetration Theory
Anonymity has been a key research area since the earlier stages of cyberstudies (Turkle, 1995; Barnes 2001; Bruckman 1996; Reid,
1996; Markham, 1998, McKenna & Bargh, 2000), approached as one of the novel features of CMC, holding both promises and perils for
the authenticity of human interaction and self-presentation. The condition of anonymity was construed as having either a liberating effect,
in providing individuals with previously unthought of possibilities for unrestrained self-expression (Kiesler, Siegel, & McGuire, 1984;
Kiesler & Sproull, 1992; Βaym, 1998), or a detrimental effect, leading to deindividuation, disinhibition, and even overt hostility due to the
reduction in contextualization and social cues available in CMC (e.g. Postmes, Spears and Lea, 1998).
1
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Maybe one of the most debatable research issues of the last two decades in the field of Interpersonal Communication has
been whether the process of self-disclosure is more widely practiced in online than in offline contexts of communication.
Several theories have been articulated around this question, the most emblematic of which is Walther’s Hyperspersonal
Model of Interpersonal Communication (1996). In their investigation into the phenomenon of online self-disclosure, Nguyen,
Bin & Campbell (2012) are examining comparatively five of those major theories: (a) the social identity model of
deindividuation (SIDE model), (b) the hyperpersonal CMC theory, (c) the reduced cues theory (RCT), (d) the social
information processing theory (SIP theory), and (e) the media richness theory (MRT). The researchers reach the conclusion
that in effect empirical findings do not seem to support the predominance of one single theory over the others, while at the
same time what is manifest is that they overlap to a great extent. As they point out “as it stands, no one theory is correct.
In fact, in their own way, each of the five CMC theories presented here are right” (Nguyen, Bin & Campbell, op. cit. p. 109).
This is why they suggest seeking for an “overarching communication theory where communication, mediated or not, is the
exchange of information. This theory would account for the role of technology in a way that enables it to be a unified theory
of communication rather than theories proposed to explain interactions in either online or offline environment” (op. cit. p.
108).
A single “overarching communication theory” would be useful at least for overcoming the rather pointless analytical
distinction between self-disclosure in FTF and self-disclosure in CMC,. So far, basic CMC theories concerning selfdisclosure have been based on the traditional theories concerning FTF communication, the most pertinent of which is Social
Penetration Theory. The Social Penetration Theory, a communication and psychology theory credited to psychologists
Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor (1973), constitutes one of the key theoretical frameworks in the field of Intepersonal
Communication and has been applied to contexts as varied as marital and family relations (Honeycutt M. & Godwin D.,
1986), business ethics (Baack, Fogliasso & Harris, 2000) and management (Baack, 1991). Social Penetration Theory
approaches relationship-formation as a dynamic process according to which relationships develop through stages from the
most superficial and public to the more intimate and personal. As relationships develop, they penetrate deeper and deeper
into private and personal matters, slowing penetrating the communicators’ public persona to reach their core personality or
sense of self. Persons allow other people to penetrate their public self when they disclose personal information, this making
self-disclosure the “vehicle” for transitioning from one relational level to the other. Three basic assumptions entailed in
Social Penetration Theory are worth noting:
Firstly, the evolution of a relationship through the different stages does not happen automatically, rather it is the result of
individuals acting in a costs and rewards rationale. In other words, the decision to disclose is based on the preceived
rewards the person will gain if he or she discloses information. If a person perceives that the cost of disclosing information
is greater than the rewards for disclosing information then no information will be disclosed. The larger the reward - cost
ratio the more disclosure takes place. It is also the case that more disclosure takes place at the outset of the relationship
than at any other stage. Based on such an evaluation of potential costs and rewards, self-disclosure appears to have the
characteristics of mutuality and symmetry (balance), while it also tends to increase as the relation evolves (Altman & Taylor,
1973). It is worth noting that this process of evaluation between costs and rewards while rational and calculative, is not
always conscious one. Secondly, the process of self-disclosure is grounded not only in verbal and non-verbal
communicative elements, but in every possible environmental factor that may impact on the evolution of the relationship
(like time, space and other objective conditions of the environment). Furthermore, self-disclosure is a multidimensional
concept that refers simultaneously to the cognitive, emotional and behavioral levels (McCarthy, 2009). Third, self-disclosure
has an unmistakably voluntary character and is therefore clearly distinguishable from other related processes, such as selfdescription, which is more public than private (McCarthy, op.cit.), or confession, which entails an element of coercion or
revelation as fundamentally non-voluntary processes (Pearce & Sharp, 1973).
What must be noted is that Altman and Taylor (1973) introduced Social Penetration Theory in relation to one-to-one and
face-to-face contexts of communication. On a first look, this classical model does not seem to fit well with CMC and the
one-to-many mode of communicating in SNSs (Nguyen, Bin & Campbell, 2012). However, on a second level, the online
environment and CMC are in fact weaking such distinctions as different modes of interaction (one-to-one, one-to-many)
are getting more difficult to distinguish and are happening simultaneously on SNSs. It is of no surprise then that many
researchers of human interaction on SNSs have given self-disclosure a central position, thus accepting the position that
the process of self-disclosure can be transferred to SNS contexts (McCarthy, 2009; Schouten, 2007; Vitak, 2012; Park, Jin
& Jin, 2011; Nosko, Wood & Molema, 2010; Palmieri et. al., 2012). In any case, the Social Penetration theoretical framework
seems to offer a solid background, not only for an empirical investigation of how Interpersonal Communication and selfdisclosure manifest themselves online, but also, beyond this, a vantage point for formulating a new, integrated theoretical
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model of Interpersonal Communication which transcends the online-offline dichotomy, as Nguyen, Bin & Campbell have
proposed (2012).
3. Research Study
3.1. Research Outline and Purpose
The research project, the findings of which are presented in this paper, was a longitudinal cyberethnography that “followed”
the evolution of self-presentation and technology-led social interaction over a ten-year period (2002-2012). The initial
research project covered the period from 2002 to 2005 and its aim was to to explore the processes of online selfpresentation and personal identity-construction through Personal Homepages. During the final stages of this first research
period in 2005, the research hypotheses and protocol had to be slightly modified and readjusted to be compatible with the
Web 2.0 landscape which was emerging at the time and the newer prevalent trends of social networking, produsage, and
the observed shifts in the traditional rules governing social conduct along the public-private divide. The second research
period covered the years from 2005 to 2012 and focused on exploring how identity is performed and negotiated primarily
on the most popular SNSs (MySpace, Facebook) where Internet-based online interpersonal interaction was predominantly
taking place.
The overall aim of this extended research study was to carry out a comparative investigation of how the attitudes,
perceptions and behaviors of CMC users have changed from the pre- to the post-Web 2.0 era. The research process was
completed in 2012 having “followed” the introduction, growth and increasing predominance of social media and social
networking platforms as the main mode of human interaction online. Research findings from the early period (2002-2005)
were used as primary material based on the hypotheses of the overall research project, without taking into consideration
their analysis as regards the research questions of the initial project. Findings from the the two different research periods
(2002-2005 and 2005-2012) were combined and co-examined during the stage of data analysis for the purpose of
comparative analysis and triangulation.
3.2. Research hypotheses
Undoubtedly, in the current cultural condition in which SNSs are the dominant environment for CMC, certain themes and
questions that were central during the pre-Web 2.0 period have either changed or lost their significance. One notable
change is the shift from anonymity to nonymity in how Internet users interact online. The previously disembodied
communication that characterized the first interpersonal forms of online communication (whether in chat, forums, or multidungeon games) has now been superseded as we have moved into an era of nonymity (the opposite of anonymity) and
“real names” policies adopted by major internet players, such as Facebook, LinkedIn or Google. While traditional
anonymous online settings enabled people to leave behind their job, gender, marriage, age, and so on, the norm in most
internet-based environments of sociability today is that of participating with your real, offline identity and making that identify
immediately visible to others. In other words, the online identity should outwardly map correctly on to body, gender, location
and so on, precisely because it is anchored in relationships that exist in the physical world and thus maintain a variety of
socialties. In the nonymous setting of Facebook people are enticed to take all that information that relates to their offline
identities and offline connections with them, or as Time Magazine (2010) phrased it: “Facebook makes cyberspace more
like the real world: dull but civilized. The masked-ball period of the Internet is ending”. This is not to say that in the pre-Web
2.0 period the need for “real identities” and authenticity was non-existent. Personal Homepages were after all an attempt
and a means to create spaces where real people’s individual identities could be expressed and gain credibility in the eyes
of others (Dominick., 1999; Panos, 2007).
Taking such shifts into consideration, the overall research question underlining this project is how the functional logic,
creative affordances and narrative structures of Web 2.0 have impacted on users’ overall perceptions towards CMC and
the Social Web in general. More precisely, three research hypotheses can be formulated:
R. H.1. Internet users’ perceptions concerning CMC have considerably changed over the last years, principally as a result
of the different affordances (creative, expressive, narrative and technical) provided by Web 2.0 standards and SNSs.
R.H.2. There has been a significant shift in how CMC users perceive of their role both as content-producers and as
communicators with other users between the pre- and post-Web 2.0 era.
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R.H.3. There has been a fundamental change in how users negotiate the public-private divide in relation to personal
information management in CMC.
The three research hypotheses are based on the fundamental assumption that the complete mediation of our lifeworld by
digital technologies is not so much a technological, but a social development with ramifications that impact on multiple
facets of our personal and public lives (Katz & Rice, 2002; Castells, 2001). The advent of Web 2.0 applications and their
rapid adoption by an increasingly large and varied part of the global demographic have ushered in the era of the Social
Web and have turned the network of networks, that is the Internet, into a persistent structure of our social lives, especially
for the generation of the millenials or the so-called “digital natives” - a term that has been used to describe people born
during or after the 2000s who have grown up with digital technologies and are therefore highly familiar and comfortable
using them in their daily activities (Prensky, 2001; boyd, 2014). Under these conditions, our perceptions of what the Internet
is and what Internet users can do has changed considerably.
In their everyday interactions in social networks and platforms of online information-sharing and community, individuals
enact many of the archetypical rituals of interpersonal communication, as they are described in for example Erving
Goffman’s microsociology, arguably the most thorough and insightful theoretical framework for understanding the
fundamentals of interpersonal communication. In the goffmanesque universe, the presentation, performance and
management of the Self is a key pillar of interpersonal communication, no matter what the communication context is. Also,
despite the fact that self-presentation and self-disclosure are distinct terms in reality they coalesce to a large degree, both
being part of the ‘‘process of making the self known to others” (Jourard & Lasakow, 1958, p. 91). The voluntary process of
self-disclosure can be encapsulated in the answers provided to the following critical questions: “Who are you?” and “How
do others see me?” (Hall & Pennington, 2013) or “Who am I?” and “What matters to me?” (Livingstone, 2008). These
processes underline the web of interpersonal associations that are formed online and much of the construction work
concerning our digital identities.
Evidently, the issues concerning self-presentation, and more specific questions like whether self-disclosure concerns oneto-one or one-to-many relationality (Nguyen, Bin & Campbell, 2012, p. 104), are directly related to the traditional notions of
the Private and the Public and how the boundaries between them are being redefined in mediated communication (West.,
Lewis & Currie, 2009; Lange, 2007; Panos, 2007 p.32). Web 2.0 marks a fundamental change in how we conceptualize
and negotiate the Private and the Public divide, a divide that has traditionally regulated how our social lives are organized
but is today increasingly loosing its relevance and significance.
3.2. Research methodology
In order to explore and answer the above-mentioned questions, a longitudinal, cyberethnographic qualitative research study
was implemented, based on semi-constructed in depth personal interviews with Internet users, conducted online, in both
synchronous and asynchronous mode. Document analysis, systematic observation and diaries were used as additional
data collection methods. Obviously, the objective of exploring and recording the mechanism through which SNS users
“declare” their presence online, circulate self-related information and initiate an interaction with others requires an in-depth
and long-term perspective, rather than a momentary depiction of the moment (Lindlof, 1995, Marshall & Rossman, 1999).
The complex web of interactions between internet users and their social environment, and most importantly the emic
perspective, that is the views of the people involved in the research and their perceptions, meanings and interpretations,
can be more fully captured through an approach that is sensitive to subjective meanings and contextualized realities. For
this project, the choice of the qualitative form of social inquiry, and ethnography as a key qualitative methodology within the
interpretivist paradigm, was evaluated as the most appropriate for the discovery of central themes and for learning from
participants in a setting or a process the way they experience it, the meaning they put on it, and how they interpret what
they experience. A grounded, ethnographic methodology allows for discovery and does justice to the perceptions and the
complexity of the individuals’ emic interpretations. Within this approach, richer and more sophisticated data can be collected
through the use of online semi-constructed in-depth personal interviews (Baker, 1994; Walsh, 2004; Byrne, 2004).
During the first period of the research project (2002-2005), the sample of participants included Personal Homepage
Owners. Such individuals were chosen randomly, after being identified as registered users in four specific Personal Home
Page Directories (DMOZ, Soul of the Web, Yahoo, Google). A pilot research conducted prior to the main research with a
limited number of users allowed for selection of participants according to three criteria:. a) Overall content of the Home
Page can be qualified as "personal" (individual project and not family or group/team Home Page), b) Home Page should
contain a "narrative" of the Self (at any kind or form) and c) Its main content language should be English, French, Spanish
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or Greek. In order to meet the above criteria, four types of Personal Homepages were excluded: a) Personal Homepages
that revolved around specific themes hobbies, b) Fan Personal Homepages, c) Commercial Personal Homepages and d)
Underage Personal Homepages (according to self-reported age by homepage owners themselves).
During the second period of research (2006-2012), participants were again contacted through personal invitation either on
their personal blogs, or their SNS (MySpace and Facebook) profiles. The invitees were informed about the research
procedure and were asked to provide their consent in order to partifcipate through the various stages of the research
project. In both research periods and in order to facilitate the process of finding potential participants, a special website
was created with the tile “I on the Web”, which included full details concerning the research project, its objectives and its
procedures. On the website there was also an electronic consent form which potential participants could complete and
directly send to the researcher. The particular form of communication proved to be very useful especially during the first
research period, albeit less so in the second period when SNSs allowed for direct communication and a higher level of oneto-one interactivity. English was the main language for the implementation of personal interviews. A number of interviews
were carried out in Greek (72), in French (3) and in Spanish (7).
Concearning the data collection, 187 of the interviews were conducted asynchronously, through e-mail exchanges. On
average, the full cycle of each asynchronous interview was completed through 10 email message exchanges from both
sides. Remaining 298 interviews were conducted synchronously, real-time chat programs were used, primarily ICQ, MSN
and a small number of IRC channels during the first period and Google Talk and Facebook Chat during the second research
period. In both research periods, the research interview guide remained the same, following the same themes and questions
with only slight modifications adjusted to changes in the general CMC environment from the pre-Web 2.0 to post-Web 2.0
era (for example codes for SNS usage, profile photo selection, and friending practices were added in the second research
period).
Interviews were transcribed and consequently analyzed by using the technique of Discourse Analysis. Analytic categories
were developed through identifying themes and features that recurred in the transcripts, moving from open coding to axial
coding and then to selective coding through concept-mapping and abstraction (Kinchin, Streatfield, Hay, 2010; Wheeldon
& Faubert, 2009; Jackson & Trochim, 2002). After the concept-mapping was completed, seven (7) major thematic codes
emerged and formed the backbone of the subsequent analysis. A random selection of 15% of the total research interviews
(actual number = 69), was examined by a second researcher, which resulted in the acceptance of five (5) out of the seven
(7) common thematic codes (agreement rate: 71, 4%).
3.3. Research Data and Analysis
During the total duration of the research study, 2754 invitations were sent to potential research participants. There were
1922 refusals or non-answers to the initial invitation. 832 individuals contacted the researcher asking for additional
information, clarifications or explanations. 485 interviews were evaluated as valid for data collection (including those who
advanced up to a point but were discontinued for various reasons, a problem that emerged entirely during the first research
period). A total of 316 interviews were fully completed in both research periods. The response rate calculated based on the
number of extended invitations in correlation with the fully-completed valid interviews was 16, 6%.
Out of the total 458 interviews, 147 were conducted during the first research period (2002-2005) and 311 were conducted
during the second period (2006-2012). Constant communication throughout both periods was maintained with a small
number of participants (12). Of the total participants 289 were male and 169 were female. It is worth noting that while males
were more or less equally distributed between the two research periods, female participants were unevenly distributed with
the majority of them taking part in the second research period. Μean age of research participants was 28.8 (according to
self-reported age).
The data that was gathered through document analysis and systematic observation were analyzed and triangulated with
data drawn from the individual interviews (Baym N, 2010). All social clues about the participants were taken through selfreport by participants themselves. According to their personal statements, participants were located in 24 countries (Greece
58; Cyprus 14; USA 96; UK 76; Canada 34; Belgium 5; France 4; Germany 14; Sweden 9; Thailand 2; Singapore 1;
Australia 29; Russia 16; Romania 1; Egypt 7; Turkey 9; Portugal 5; Zimbabwe 1; India 23; Brazil 7; Italy 10; Japan 18;
Spain 8; Finland 7), while 4 participants of the first period (Home Page Owners) refused to reveal their country of origin or
location (and their web presence did not include clear cues linking to any one particular country).
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As regards the methodological design, it is also worth noting that the data that emanated from asynchronous interviews
was much thicker and richer than the data that was drawn from the asynchronous ones, a finding that corroborates the
already empirically-grounded view that the asynchronous mode provides users with the more time, flexibility and comfort
resulting in more carefully-crafted and sophisticated responses and messages (Meho, 2005; Kazmer & Xie, 2008). The
asynchronous mode also removes much of the pressure of direct feedback expected in real-time conversation and is thus
more favorable to the emergence of a trusting relationship between interviewer and interviewee (Mann & Stewart, 2000).
The largest number of non-responses or rejections in both research periods (62%, total number=1191) came from
individuals who appeared to have a female identity in their Personal Homepages and their SNS profiles.
3.3.1. Emerged Thematic Codes
The seven (7) key coded Themes that emerged from the data analysis process were the following:
3.3.1.1 Motives and expectations
The first Theme concerns the primary motives behind a user’s decision to create a personal presence on the Web and the
expectations associated with this decision. As far as the first research period is concerned, two observations can be made:
first, being a Personal Homepage Owner is considered to be a “personal achievement” due to the “courage”, initiative,
willingness and effort entailed in setting up and maintaining a personal website. Second, in the first, pre-Web 2.0 era and
in relation to Personal Homepages in particular, expectations of human interaction and interpersonal communication with
Others were rather low. Research findings also indicate that during the same first period (pro-Web 2.0) specific elements
of FTF Interpersonal Communication culture were replicated and reproduced online. Web presence in the Personal
Homepage format experienced as a “bounded personal space”, in goffmanesque terms a back-stage region or a “territory
of the Self” (Goffman, 1971), a preserve that needs to be controlled by the social individual. Concomitantly, it was found
that users had a heightened awareness of the issues of personal data and privacy, which were frequently considered as
treasures to be vehemently protected from the intrusion of outsiders. Suspicion, mistrust and fear of “intrusion” were
frequently-reported emotions, while the Web was often signified as ‘an unsafe place’ where one should always be on the
alert - paradoxically all this while a personal web presence had already been created with the explicit or implicit aim of
communicating oneself to the outside world.
On the contrary, data drawn from the second research period (post-Web 2.0) reveal an almost staggering shift from the
previously pervasive feelings of unsafety and risk towards equally pervasive and entrenched feelings of nativeness,
familiarity and safeness in the online world.. The role that SNSs have played in this perceptual shift cannot be
underestimated. Establishing a personal presence on SNSs is no longer considered to be a personal achievement, but a
normed and mainstream way of confirming your social existence, your professional and personal identity and your
belonging in a nexus of interpersonal relations with others. Today, maintaining a web presence, primarily in the form of
social media profiles, is a mundane activity of the contemporary quotidian, a commonplace and ordinary creation, and one
that is more “extrovert” than “introvert” given that it emerges as self-presentation addressing a more defined and visible
audience, a presence to be continually shared, tagged, updated, linked and paralleled with the stories and personal
declarations of the others who make up one’s network. Therefore, largely due to the structurally different logic of SNSs,
both the motives behind creating a web presence and the expectations attached to it differ considerably between the preand the post-Web 2.0 periods.
P.17 (2003): “No, I wouldn’t say that I feel absolutely secure and comfortable when I’m online…I’m always watching my
back for dangers”
P. 442 (2010): “Of course I feel safety on the Net, why shouldn’t I? We are all doing more or less the same things in there.
To be true, I feel safer there than walking on my neighborhood …”
3.3.1.2 Personal Narratives
The second Theme that emerged from data analysis has to do with personal narratives and how they are being negotiated
and constructed online. It is evident from the comparative examination of the technical features of the Personal Homepages
of the pre-Web 2.0 era that in order to have a personal web presence the user should spend some considerable time
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acquiring and practicing new media literacy and development skills. In relation to the previous element of personal
achievement, Personal Homepages involved a process of creative construction on the part of their owners.
However, even after the advent of Web 2.0. applications and SNSs, certain SNSs – MySpace being the most characteristic
– allowed a different creative intervention of the profile page owner. In any case, the creation of a profile in a SNS is a
process that is accessible to the average user and one that does not require sophisticated or specialized technical
knowledge. Basic Web 2.0 applications changed dramatically the nature of the Internet itself, transforming it from a medium
“for the few” into a mass medium “for anyone”, whatever the positive or negative consequences of this development. This
is the idea behind the discourse about a more “responsive” and “adapted” or “personalized” Web that is characteristic of
the Second Internet age. The Web 2.0 ideas of produsage, collaborative creation and social networkinga, in a nutshell the
ideas of bringing the power of people into the Internet wouldn't be possible without an appropriate technology to support it.
For the collective knowledge of people to be harnessed, and for social networking to be adopted, software platforms must
be easy enough to use by the average, non tech-savvy user.
P.432 (2009): “In the early ’00s it wasn’t a game at all. You should spend a lot of time ‘till you succeeded in having your
own page. If you didn’t know how to do it, you had to learn it”
P.450 (2011): “Everybody is on social media today – and I really mean it …everybody: from tech-trolls to my grandmother.
Literally”
3.3.1.3 Selection of self-centered elements
The third Theme concerns how the individual user selects, manages and presents the constitutive elements of the Web
personal presence. To start with, it must be noted that any form of web presence requires at least a minimum of constitutive
elements that need to be put together by the acting individual so that a more or less consistent and attractive identity is
constructed and projected in the public space. In the pre-Web 2.0 era much more was required by the user, and the resulting
personal homepages were much more idiosynchatic and individualized, from a content and aesthetics perspective,
compared to let’s say current Facebook or LinkedIn profiles. However, even in the most strictly structured and uniform
SNSs or blogs (based or default, pre-defined read-and-write platforms) there is still ample room for curating the Self and
for the creative appropriation (and remix) of communicative and technical elements that will make up one’s profile, including
the fully-integrated multimedia possibilities (text, image, video, etc) of current social media platforms.
What can also be observed is a significant shift in the rationale behind the selection of what elements to integrate in one’s
profile. From the carefully-selected and often meticulously-constructed web presence of Personal Homepages, we have
moved to a situation where web presence has become a permanently and easily available affordance, a taken-for-granted
practice of practically every digital media user, and one that is seamlessly integrated into our daily, always-on, perpetually
connected and increasingly mobile lives. Social media practices have literally woven the Internet into our everyday lifeworld
milieu, forever merging the previously distinct realms of the online and the offline, or the mediated and the non-mediated.
This observation is corroborated by the data drawn comparatively from the first period data which revealed a feeling of
distanciation from web presence and a hybrid understanding of our everyday information-and communication practices as
online-and-offline at the same time.
P.3 (2002): “Of course I’m not going to put out there the worst of me and I don't really spend much time on it. It is just
something I like to do some from time to time during my week – my home page is not my entire life”
P.455 (2011): “I can’t imagine not even a single day without checking my FB or Twitt account. It’s on my everyday thingsto-do list”
3.3.1.4 Audience
Drawing from Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical perspective of interpersonal communication and taking a web presence to
be a “request to communicate”, the fourth Theme refers to the real or imagined, visible or invisible audience to which selfpresentation is addressed. In other words, who are the Others to which this call to communicate is extended and how do
individual profile owners perceive of this audience and it receives his or her personal statements?
The majority of the Personal Homepage owners were not found to have a very clear knowledge of those who were likely
to come across their websites and show interest in their personal stories, neither were they in a position to attribute
particular demographic, lifestyle, technical or psychographic characteristics to their possible “audiences”. Instead, their
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online self-presentation and the content that they selected and uploaded on their personal site – as well as their request to
communicate – seemed to address an unkown “general” audience that had the unspecified characteristics of “the whole
Internet population” or at best “those who would share the same interests as me”.
On the contrary, SNS profile owners strategically select the members of their networks and are thus more in control of their
potential audience, an audience that is no longer invisible and unspecified but nonymous and to a large extent overlapping
with and anchored in their offline networks. In fact, the phenomenon of “context collapse” that cyber-anthropologist Michael
Wesch (2007) identified as characteristic of interaction in social media platforms, (denoting the phenomena in which new
media enables connection with any number of people in different parts of the world at the same time, means that there is
no particular context to such interaction unlike everyday interaction and that at any given point we upload information
without knowing who will watch it, when, and why) seems to apply more to the pre-Web 2.0 era of Homepages or current
blogging and vlogging, rather than the SNSs like Facebook, LinkedIn or Twitter which are made up of “friends” and
“connections” established initially in the offline world. Those friends and friends of friends, colleagues and acquaintances
differ from the largely “imagined” audience of the pre-Web 1.0 Personal Homepages, in that they are more likely to respond
to the extended call to communicate, by answering our Facebook mail, commenting on our status update post, or like our
more recently uploaded picture. As Burgess and Green point out (Burgess and Green, 2009:54) in their discussion of
YouTube blogging, interactive, participatory, but also intimate relationships are built on the fact that “persistent direct
address to the viewer inherently invites feedback”.
P. 21 (2003): “It is interesting but scary at the same time not knowing who’s going to see your homepage. It’s out there,
‘open’ for anyone, anytime”
P. 458 (2012): “Oh yes, I definitely want to manage who’s having access to my FB page and who’s not. I don’t want to
connect with anybody but only to the people I want to. I can arrange that, through settings”
3.3.1.5 Interaction
The fifth Theme relates to how the communication linkages are established between each profile owner and his or her
perceived or actual audience and it centers on issues of modes of address, actual perceptions and the complex web of
interactions in the Social Web. The difference between the levels of interaction between the first and second research
period are notable. The predominantly text messages that were previously sent directly to Personal Homepage owners by
an interested member of the audience who happened to come across the person’s homepage are today being replaced by
the intricate and multidirectional interactions that flow across the nodes and clusters of contemporary global networks. At
the same time, maintaining one’s personal network in an SNS (through regular digital practices of liking, tagging, updating,
posting, commenting, sharing, etc) is often experienced as a “social obligation” rather than an optional pastime, while
feelings of “pressure”, “saturation” and “overload” have often been reported by many users who describe themselves as
“avid or heavy social media users”.
P. 5, (2002): “I like it when a visitor leaves a message on my personal home page. If I don’t know them and provided they
give me their email address I will always write back to them. I will do that whenever I “am” on my homepage, which is not
everyday of course”
P. 440, (2010): “I check my profile every day and in fact, many times throughout the day. I like to know if someone contacted
me or made a comment that I have to respond to. I also don’t want to miss on something interesting or important that has
been shared on my page. This is how Facebook is …you have to be there a lot to maintain your contacts and
relationships….Yes, it is one of the first things I do after I wake and on my way to work…and one of the last things I do
before I go to bed… ”
3.3.1.6 Negotiating the boundary between the “Private” and the “Public”
The sixth Theme is of critical importance to how we understand Interpersonal Communication in the Web 2.0. It relates to
how the “private-public” divide is being reconfigured along the invisible borders of digital connectivity, and how this
reconfiguration is involved in the processes of self-presentation and online social interaction. A theme that recurrently came
up in the interviews with Perosnal Homepage owners was the experience of feelings of apprehension, skepticism,
unwillingness, and even anxiety, towards the prospect of having their personal photos uploaded online in order to give a
face to the website and the its textual content. Unquestionably, personal photos are one of the most powerful identifiers in
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the digital realm as they are in the offline world, as well. Online, linking a website, a comment, a profile, a blog, or any kind
of user-generated content to a particular personal image photo functions as physical evidence, fixing the subject in the
tangible world and evoking a verification of the imminent and concrete individual that is physically absent from CMC.
Personal photos are important online in that they impart a “sense of presence”, by testifying to the real being of the individual
that they portray. Self-created, carefully chosen and edited images act as a indisputable stand-in for the creator’s physical
Self in an environment where all information is digitally represented and intangible.
Analysis of interview data demonstrate that the majority of the participants of the first research period perceived of the
prospect of linking their online personal with a personal photo as a “dilemma”, a choice of risk as well as a potential threat
to their treasured privacy. In short, it was viewed as some kind of “exposure” of sensitive personal data in what was
experienced as an intriguing yet largely threatening new digital universe. In the Web 2.0 era of nonymity and the breakdown
of traditional notions of the private and the public (as well as of the online-offline divide) this “fear of being exposed” appears
to have been greately mitigated. According to data from September 2013 (Whitepaper 2013) 350 million pictures are being
uploaded on Facebook on a daily basis (out of a total of 250 billion pictures or an average of 217 pictures per Facebook
user). What was formerly private and personal has now entered the domain of the public, irreversibly annihilating the
previously straightforward distinction between the public and the private.
P. 23, (2003): “I decided not to have a photo of mine on my home page. I don’t feel that secure – in fact I feel like I’m being
naked in the public. What should count is what I say, not what I look like”.
P. 456, (2012): “Why not? Everyone’s doing it. I don’t think about it that much – if I‘ve got a good or a funny picture of me
or my friends I upload it immediately. Why shouldn’t I?”
3.3.1.7 Adgustment
The seventh Theme Code concerns the strategic and tactical mechanisms of adjusting one’s personal webpresence,
depending on encountered conditions. The fact that web presence is no longer to be viewed as a static self-presentation
but as a perpetually changing central hub for one’s web of transitive connections, has created the need for updating the
interpretative frameworks we use to deciphere self-presentation online use.
P. 27, (2004): “Τhe Internet is a wonderful thing. For people like me it’s like a ‘shelter’ from reality. But that doesn’t mean
there are no rules. It is just that you have to learn them”.
P. 453, (2011): “I’m old enough to remember the world prior to the Web and the words without cellphones. Although at
times I find it difficult to recall what is was or felt like …”
4. Discussion
4.1. Fundamental changes
The advent of Web 2.0. and the increasing pervasiveness of digital connectivity has had wide-ranging and profound
consequences on how we understand and enact our personal identities in settings of interpersonal and public
communication.
Research Hypotheses 1 & 2 appears to be verified by the analysis of gathered qualitative data. The widespread adoption
and technological advancement of digital technologies in the recent years have not only placed the user into the epicenter
of information-sharing and communication, but have also transformed the nature of the Medium itself, making the Internet
(now accessible anywhere-anytime thanks to Internet-enabled mobile devices) continuous with daily life itself; no longer a
gadget for the few, but a multimediator of every single of our daily activities, an integrated environment that crosses the
boundaries between the private and the public, the online and the offline, the virtual and the real, and engulfs us all in the
daily rituals of digital connectivity. Connecting with the Internet, and establishing a digital online persona is no longer an
exotic hobby, or the exception, but a global norm and a routine habit, making the Internet a highly embedded, even invisible,
part of our immediate lifeworld environment (DiNucci, 1999; Deuze, 2012).
“Owning” a personal space during first research period was still considered to be a privilege for the few (those members of
the technological elite, who were privileged and passionate enough to develop the required digital skills). This is not the
case anymore. The introduction of applications that allow the average user to become “producer and content manager” at
the same time, has transformed the Web into a space of "open sociability” and effortless hyperconnectivity. In this new field
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of "open sociability” the features of Interpersonal Communication are different from the pre- Web 2.0 era. As can be drawn
from the research material, Facebook largely owes its success to the fact that it "responds" to three key needs of its users:
1) The need to have a "public" space in which individuals can "declare" their presence and gain visibility 2) The need to be
able to "connect" our presence to others and create an "intimate environment" and 3) The need to do all the above in more
or less the same way, under the same conditions, in a socially and technologically equalizing manner regardless of our
levels of technological knowledge or expertise. In fact, self-presentation and the confirmation of one’s personality in the
eyes of a circle of friends, relative and acquaintances, is what Facebook is quintessentially about. This audience is no
longer the faceless, impersonal, generalized and unknown audience of the Personal Homepages of the pre-Web 2.0 era,
but a more or less known and identifiable network of our offline contacts, a variety of interconnected audiences selected
and defined by the individual and developing around around the individual – hence their description as ego-centered
networks of connections one usually knows from the offline world, and to which one is connected with varying degrees of
intimacy, and with ties that usually range from the strongest to the weakest. Social Networks in which we maintain an online
presence no longer “feel’ like an “unknown or unexplored territory”. They feel more intimate, and more sociable, populated
by an expanding number of “Friends” - a rather loose, even abusive contemporary use of the term - who are everyday
performing more or less the same rituals as we do: posting and updating, linking and tagging, sharing and commenting on
each others input into the system 1.
83F

Being surrounded by people we consider as “friends” also seems to minimize the feelings of embarrassment. Αs we know
from Goffman’s theory (1959), in every incident of “Self Presentation” our main goal is to avoid embarrassment (to “keep
face”) and that means we have to feel “safe” when we decide to “expose” ourselves to Others. It makes sense that the
danger of embarrassment is greater when the Other is a “Stranger” – but when the Other is a “Friend” this danger is
minimized. A sense of intimacy is almost automatically created. It could be said that Facebook and Social Media have
almost eliminated our previous “fear of exposure”. Our presence on SNSs offers a new medium and platform for the visibility
of the Self.
According to the "Stranger on the Train/Internet" phenomenon, this should not be expected to happen. So based on the
research findings in relation to Research Hypothesis 3 and the “private”-“public” negotiation, it is not clear if it can be
confirmed or rejected. The "Stranger on the Train/Internet" phenomenon, leads us to expect that increased levels of
intimacy and the more or less “familiar” audience of SNSs, would reduce the intensity of self-disclosure. However,
ourfindings demonstrate the opposite - an increase of self-disclosure and a decrease in the sensation of "unsafety"
characterized the total communication environment of SNSs. One possible hypothesis related to this inconsistency, is that
levels of self-disclosure increase when there is a perception of “reduced risk” and “increased security”. It may be that this
perception is derived either from the complete lack of previous information (you do not know the stranger, nor does she/he
know you - "Stranger on the Train/Internet"), or excessive knowledge of previous information (it’s ok to upload hundreds of
personal photos because they all do the same in here – SNSs environment). In any case, in order to have a more clear
understanding of this paradox a more focused research is needed.
It is also true that the amount or “personal information” which circulates on Facebook on a daily basis can lead to the
phenomenon of “information overload”, as well as to increased levels of stress emanating from the amount of information
that has to be digested and replied to (Koroleva, Krasnova, Günther, 2010; Kietzmann et. al. 2012). It is not certain that we
have either the willingness or the ability to process such vast amounts of personal information circulating online, whether
that is directly or indirectly linked to the lives of others.
The main features of Computer-Mediated-Communication (CMC) have fundamentally changed: users today more or less
"trust" the environment and feel less suspicious moving through it and sharing personal information with others. Eponymity
or Nonymity, rather than Anonymity, is today the norm in our online interactions. Rather than wanting to hide their personal
identity by adopting a fake one, SNSs are used as spaces for confirming, enhancing and expanding one’s personal identity
It’s true that some terms have lost their previous significance or their “true essence” comparing to offline communication. One of those
is the term “Friend”, which on Facebook environment can be “just someone who knows, someone I know, etc”. The concept of the term
“Friend” on Facebook, is more trivial comparing to real life (e.g. a Facebook user has 500 “Friends” on hers/his Profile, but in real life
her/his close “social circle” includes no more than 5-10 persons). The well-known “Dunbar’s Number” should mentioned too in this
conversation. According to British anthropologist and evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar (1992, 1998) there’s a cognitive limit to the
number of people one can relate in a stable way. Dunbar suggests that we can (socialy) “groom” and sustain no more than 150
relationships. Unsurprisingly Dunbar’s theory testing in SNS’s environment is a tempting research subject (Gonçalves, Perra &
Vespignani, 2011) although Dunbar himself in his most recent works seems to have moved slightly towards a social penetration theorylike concept but still suggesting more or less the same number (Sutcliffe, Dunbar, Binder & Arrow, 2012).

1
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through linkages with people and information. This largely accounts for the increased sense of “safety” and "security"
experienced by subjects who participated in the second research period. Moreover, the advent of Web 2.0 and the different
roles that those “people formerly known as the audience” seem to adopt (real content producers and managers) seems to
impart in internet users a sense of personal empowerment and increased control over their digital practices, as well as their
self-presentations and personal profiles. We now have the ability to "choose" or "construct" our audience based on
personally defined criteria but also as a response to our offline connections’ call to communicate (think of the “add me as
a friend” Facebook messages).
SNSs have drastically transformed our understanding and attitudes towards what counts as "private" and "public" in
communication. Being on our own personal, familiar and secure spaces (like our room, our office or our home) we tend to
believe that this familiarity and security is "transferred" onto our own presence in Social Media, without understanding that
our online presence on SNSs is not exactly evolving in a "secure private" space but rather in a "public space" with some
specific "private capacities " (which often seem to be threatened by the policies of big internet companies, and the growing
commercialization that underlines most of our digital practices).
Another important finding is that although we have reached the upper threshold in “exposing” ourselves in hyperbolic
incessant communication, exposure in Interpersonal Communication remains an issue that needs to be tackled, managed
and resolved by the acting individual. Communicating and exposing Ourselves in Social Media under a variety of different
forms (and in increasingly visual and realistic ways) can guide us to contemplate on the mechanisms by which individuals
"regulate" the public exposure of their personal information in blended interpersonal contexts. Much of what has been said
so far points to how personal information management has changed over the years. It is this to which we will turn now.
4.2. An overarching interpersonal communication model based on Social Penetration Theory
The main idea on which the proposed overarching model of interpersonal communication is based is drawn from the Social
Penetration Theory first articulated by Altman & Taylor in 1973, which has been modified and updated, to be more
compatible with the contemporary environment of online human interaction. The key difference to the approach of Social
Penetration Theory is that while SPT aims to explore the progress and evolution of a “relationship” by focusing primarily on
the emotions experienced during the relationship process, the herein proposed model focuses exclusively on the
communicative, transactive aspect of Interpersonal Interaction and in particular on the ways in which personal information
is being negotiated and managed, regardless of the emotions experienced at the time. Thus, while Social Penetration
Theory is a theory pertaining to the field of Social Psychology, the proposed model lies mainly in the field of Communication
Interaction Theory.
According to Symbolic Interaction Theory (as expressed primarily in the classic works of the School of Chicago theorists)
one of the most central and fundamental issues in (offline) interpersonal encounters is the emergence of a "definition of the
situation" (Goffman, 1959), a commonly-shared agreement of “what is happening here”, probably the first act of collective
creation by the participants to this encounter. This aim is largely achieved through firstly, the ability to protect the privacy
of Personal Information, and, secondly, through the ability to arrive at any given time (consciously or unconsciously) at a
personal set of "rules" for regulating the "degree of personal exposure" during a communicative encounter. Figure 1 depicts
this mechanism of “exposure adjustment” in settings of interpersonal communication.
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4.2.1. Compact Core of Privacy
This inner circle constitutes the “core” of information that is considered to be private and personal. It is the place inhabited
by all the "critical" personal information elements (according to our own personal assessment), our very personal existential
territory, or our own private and carefully-protected “treasure box”. This information may not only relate to information about
the Self; it may also include information about the others as well, and all that needs to be shielded, protected, hidden,
remain unpublished and invisible from exposure in the public domain. The information residing in this highly private area is
viewed by individuals as “secret” or “strictly confidential”, and its exposure is often avoided out of the fear of embarrassment,
guilt, discomfort, ridicule or criticism from others.
4.2.2. Area of Dependent Disclosure
The second circle, named “area of dependent disclosure”, corresponds to this area of information about the Self which is
considered to be “private” and/or “classified”, yet qualifies for publication and can be disclosed without negatively perceived
consequences. Information residing in this area can be of two types: firstly, information that is contained in narratives about
the Others - the disclosure of which ethnically requires permission from those Others - and secondly, information directly
related to the individual, associated with a host of subjective meanings and a potentially wide range of positive or negative
emotions. This area hosts "personal information" which usually the individual shares with other persons with whom has a
high degree of intimacy.
4.2.3. Area of Free Disclosure
Information residing in this third region is considered by the individual to be “safe for disclosure”. It is information about the
Self that the individual is eager to disclose even to complete Strangers, in order to derive expected benefits. This is the
kind of self-centered information that circulates in abundance in social media networks, where in Manovich’s words users
people “pour as much of their lives as possible” (Manovich, 2009:325) by uploading thousands of their personal
photographs and videos and stories and thoughts to share with hundreds of Facebook friends, and revealing intimate
details of their daily lives to an expanding number of connections. This region therefore contains all that personal information
that is considered to be the proto-material of the archetypical self-presentation in a context of social interaction, and which
includes information intentionally given as well as information unintentionally or accidentally given off (Goffman, 1959)
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4.2.4. Area of Public Information Circulation
This last and outer circle encompasses all those identity-related elements that constitute already publicly-known information
about the Self, attached as it is to the profiles that are publicly visible and available for others to see. While issues of
confidentiality, secrecy or privacy are practically irrelevant to this type of information, its role in the presentation of the Self
is of critical importance.
4.3. Overall remarks
Based on the different areas of self-related information that has been delineated so far, several concluding remarks can be
made:
a) The "rules for the regulation of personal exposure" online have to be understood as being context-specific; they differ
depending on the environment (the context) as well as on the audience that they address. Moreover, personal identity itself
is less about construction and more about performance, reflecting the view that identity is not a singular and stable entity,
but rather shifts and changes based on social context and changing communicative needs andd affordances.
b) The areas listed above are not entirely leak-proof or rigidly-fixed; their boundaries are more or less permeable,
susceptible to the fluid nature of web interactions. Additionally, the "classification" of Self-related information is perpetually
open to change and can easily and seamlessly cross from one region to the other, depending on the situatedness and the
particularities of every new incident of interaction.
As fas as CMC is concerned, maintaining a “personal presence” in settings of Interpersonal Communication is essentially
about regulating the limits of self-disclosure by “drawing” Personal Information elements from each one of these areas
(circles on the graph of Figure 1.). Viewed from that perspective, Web 2.0 and SNSs are not about an entirely new
phenomenon. The roots of "social networking" as an abstract concept are to be found in the origins of human society and
therefore in the primordial and time-honoured contexts of FTF interaction. Nevertheless, communication in the
contemporary digital social networks in which our daily lives are embedded is entirely novel in terms of the previously
unthought of scale of connectivity that they enable, as well as in terms of the degree of transparency and public visibility
that they impose on our private lives. Self-presentation in the SNSs is no longer a solitary procedure, a staged projection
of the public Self as in the Personal Homepages of the Web 1.0. era, but a perpetually emergent, dynamic process of
contingent connections with those who make up our digital ego-centered networks of friends and acquaintances. However,
given that no one lives solely on the Web, as Kendall (1999) has pointed out, it is important to comprehend the mechanisms
of self-adjustment and continuous negotiation of the boundaries of the Self in the increasingly hybrid and pervasive contexts
of contemporary sociability. The concept of “rules for the regulation of exposure” in Interpersonal Communication may be
helpful in this attempt to throw some light onto the complexities of interpersonal communication online.
5. Limitations of the research study
Despite the fact that the total sum of research data produced allowed the comparative analysis of online interpersonal
communication between the pre- and the post-Web 2.0 era, this was not the initially-stated objective of the project. The
project did not investigate an already existing phenomenon; instead, it traced the evolution of the phenomenon of online
social interaction over time and during the last decade that was marked by the transition into the Second Internet age. In
that sense, it can be viewed as a project in digital participatory ethnography based on fieldwork and an inductive reasoning
in analyzing data. However, the fact that the objectives of the project were slightly modified in the course of the project can
be considered to be a methodological limitation. The comparative analysis of collected data was made possible precisely
because the data drawn from the second research period and their mode of collection (interview guides, issue prompting,
etc) were to a large extent adjusted to the data of the first research period and the initial thematic areas. This
notwithstanding, the degree of comparability and data analysis can be evaluated as satisfactory.
On the methodological side, the sample of participants drawn for both the first and the second research period was a
convenience sample. Due to the large number of participants and the long duration of the research period, this study cannot
be considered a case-study research although ultimately, in a qualitative study, all kinds of “samples” may be viewed as
case-studies. The rule of informational saturation was followed, despite the fact that data saturation is hard to determine in
online research. In any case, the sample of participants and the purely qualitative methodology that was followed do not
allow any quantitative extrapolations.
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The project presented in this paper was based on the qualititative paradigm that was evaluated as being more appropriate
for answering the stated research questions (where preemptive reduction of the data would prevent discovery) and for
providing access to nuanced information concerning the subjective interpretations and meaning-making processes of
individuals engaged in online self-presentation and interpersonal communication.
Given this qualitative research direction, a limitation of the project at hand, and in terms of corpus analysis, may be that its
findings cannot be extended to wider populations with the same degree of certainty that a quantitative analysis would
allows. This is because the findings of the research are not tested to discover whether they are statistically significant or
due to chance. However, it must be noted that the total number of collected data in this research was so large that could
be also analyzed through a quantitative methodology, in the hope of producing interesting findings based on statistical
inferences. Given that all qualitative data can be coded quantitatively, interview material and extracted codes could be
assigned meaningful numerical values which manipulated could help achieve greater insight into the meaning of the data
and help examine the specific research hypotheses.
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