


INTERACTIVITY

People exhibit extraordinary creativity 

in finding ways to interact and connect 

online. 

They develop and join groups of all 

kinds, from Facebook and Google 

groups to internet forums and bulletin 

boards. 

They invent ways to identify one 

another and form groups online, such 

as the hashtag, and invent platforms 

and apps that constantly reimagine 

the ways that people can interact.



INTERACTIVITY
Some people worry that media-

enabled communication and 

relationships will somehow replace or 

substitute for face-to-face 

relationships. But research has 

indicated precisely the opposite. 

In general, use of the internet tends 

to prompt—not substitute for—face-

to-face interaction. 

It is very common to use the internet, 

cell phones, and mobile media to 

make dates to get together with 

others and to bolster and strengthen 

offline friendships.
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MAKING DIGITAL CONNECTIONS

In internet and digital media 

use, individuals can easily 

become more aware of others 

and detect similarities and 

common interests, goals, and 

values. 

Such similarities and 

commonalities are critical to 

the development of social 

connectedness. 
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MAKING DIGITAL CONNECTIONS

When close connections are 

formed, it is common practice to 

project onto individuals the 

qualities we want them to have or 

believe that they should have. 

This is done in both face-to-face 

and digital relationships. 

As it turns out, the absence of 

visual cues can enhance this 

process of projection and thus 

encourage the progression of a 

relationship. Image Source: business2community.com



MAKING DIGITAL CONNECTIONS

As relationships progress, individuals may 

feel more comfortable sharing information 

with one another more directly. 

Younger people in particular may feel that 

they must follow rather strictly defined 

expectations as to how and when digital and 

social media should be used toward such 

ends. 

Some people are most comfortable initially 

contacting newer acquaintances via 

Facebook or another social network site, 

allowing them to maintain a measure of 

distance but remain friendly. Then they 

move the relationship offline – or they don’t.
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“CHEMISTRY” AND SYNCHRONICITY 

Sometimes, two people feel a special 

attraction and an interpersonal spark or 

“chemistry.” 

They may feel a giddy kind of rush when 

together or thinking about one another. They 

may feel that they are on the same 

“wavelength”—somehow in sync with one 

another’s thoughts and feelings. 

Portable technology use lends itself to the 

establishment of this kind of attraction, 

because cell phones, tablets, laptops, and 

other portable devices can be used at odd 

hours, in odd places, any time of the day or 

night. Intimacy is enhanced in such 

conditions.
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FRIENDSHIP—ONLINE AND OFFLINE

Though online and offline 

friendships are not qualitatively the 

same, and the term friend does 

not necessarily mean the same 

thing in both domains, there are 

certainly similarities. 

Behaviors and attitudes generally 

considered critical to maintaining 

the bonds of friendship—self-

disclosure, supportiveness, 

positive social interactions—take 

place and are important both 

online and offline. 



FRIENDSHIP—ONLINE AND OFFLINE

Friendships that develop online can 

become strong, bidirectional, and 

multidimensional. And they generally 

reinforce, rather than substitute for, 

face-to-face friendships.

A large body of research now indicates 

that the more people use the internet 

and digital media, the more social 

contact they have with their existing 

friends. 

Email, social media, and mobile phones 

provide easy, convenient, cost-effective 

means for people to remain in contact 

and to arrange dates to get together 

physically.
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FRIENDSHIP—ONLINE AND OFFLINE

Some relationships remain digital-

only indefinitely, even 

permanently. Either their 

circumstances do not permit face-

to-face meetings or the 

participants prefer to retain the 

element of distance in the 

relationship. 

People tend to bring online 

relationships into physical space 

when there is a strong reason to 

do so, such as a romantic or 

cultural connection. 
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FLIRTING, DATING, ROMANCE, AND SEX

Relationships often take on a flirtatious, even 

romantic, quality in digital spaces. 

Individuals may feel a bit more relaxed, open, 

and uninhibited online, where they can edit 

aspects of the self so as to appear exactly as 

they’d like.

Sites explicitly designed to bring together 

people looking for dates, sex, or other kinds 

of romantic entanglements proliferate 

online. In addition, the overwhelming 

majority of online users have done at least 

one of the following:

• searching for information about 

prospective dates and local singles 

scenes

• flirting via email, text, or instant 

messaging

• visiting dating sites.
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FLIRTING, DATING, ROMANCE, AND SEX

Sexual activity that involves the 

internet and digital media is ever-

increasing. Pornography is more 

widely available online than ever.

Sexual behavior online can also take 

the form of sexually oriented 

conversations, phone sex, or 

cybersex—the exchange of erotic 

messages or fantasies while using a 

computerized device. And sexting –

the taking or sending of sexually 

explicit or suggestive photos or 

messages via texting or some other 

form of digital media – has increased 

in recent years.  
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FLIRTING, DATING, ROMANCE, AND SEX

In addition, some use digital 

technologies to do sex work—

serving as models, dancers, actors, 

and participants in adult films or 

other sex-oriented professional 

settings. 

Relatively inexpensive access to 

media and technology has 

enhanced the ability of people to 

make money in this way. Still, there 

is a social stigma attached to sex 

work, and a price may be paid in 

terms of social status, health, 

harassment, and violence.
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TRUST AND SOCIAL SUPPORT

It is sometimes seen as surprising 

that people are as supportive and 

trusting of one another as they are 

online. But social support is quite 

often and relatively easily found in 

digital spaces, both when people 

have been in contact over a period 

of time and even among relative 

strangers who have just “met”. 
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TRUST AND SOCIAL SUPPORT

Some wonder why people spend time, 

effort, and their own personal funds 

helping people whom they have never 

met face-to-face. 

But it is easy to come to care about 

people we meet online. People we get to 

know online really are met—our brains 

do not make a distinction between 

different types of “knowing” others, and 

we can feel close to people we meet in 

any context. 

And remember…the online environment 

is real. Real feelings, real social status, 

and real impulses to help and support 

others, are very much in evidence in 

digital spaces.
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INTERPERSONAL CONFLICTS AND 
HARASSMENT

Online communities, and the relationships that 

they inspire, can be threatened in many ways.

Disagreements can escalate with ill-chosen 

words or when expected responses are late or 

do not arrive. 

Negative and harsh comments (“flames”) can 

discourage civil, enjoyable, productive 

interaction. “Trolls,” usually outsiders to a group, 

can derail conversations and upset participants 

by persistently changing the subject, taking the 

group off track, and introducing unpleasantness. 

More serious disruptions are increasingly 

prevalent, in the form of harassment, abuse, 

stalking, and the dangers that can arise from 

being hacked. 
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INTERPERSONAL CONFLICTS AND 
HARASSMENT

Harassers and abusers tend to operate 

anonymously or under pseudonyms, while 

their victims (often women) appear online 

under their own names, in the context of 

their professional and personal lives. 

As psychologist John Suler has noted, 

anonymity can give rise to disinhibition, a 

sense that in the absence of face-to-face 

accountability, people may act in less 

restrained ways.

Threats can also come from a variety of 

different, hard-to-place sources, rather 

than from a single organization that could 

be targeted or sued. 

Policing these behaviors is therefore very 

difficult and complex.
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THE LIFESPAN OF DIGITAL 
RELATIONSHIPS

Just as distance no longer prohibits 

relationships from forming, so too can 

time be transcended in digital spaces.

Social connections and relationships 

often outlast and outlive the physical. 

In hearing stories of people who lived 

before us (such as ancestors or 

historical figures), we can feel a 

connection to them. 

Photos and videos can help deepen 

such bonds.
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THE LIFESPAN OF DIGITAL 
RELATIONSHIPS

Storytelling on blogs and social media can 

easily expand and intensify the facilitation of 

these kinds of spatial and temporal 

connections. 

When depicted via video, audio, and photos, 

individuals can remain visually and 

cognitively present even after they are 

physically gone. 

Some people continue to talk to those who 

have passed away on social media. This can 

bring comfort and solace.

Digital technology has therefore permitted an 

expansion and redefinition of the life span. It 

is helping us re-think what it means to be 

human and alive!
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