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As the use of social network sites become more and more popular, we are faced with the
increasing probability of meeting people from the various facets of our lives on any one
of these sites. The question we seek to address is how present ourselves to these differ
ent audiences. Facebook is a popular social networking site that was originally limited to
university students, it has since been opened up to the general public, pictures and dis
cussions that were once limited to an audience of ones peers, are now available (if one is
not careful) to potential employers. Even within a single peer group one has different
audiences, one does not communicate the same things to ones closest friends as to the
study group you formed last week to prepare for mid-terms. Feld (1981) refers to foci
that organize peoples relationships, foci may be place based e.g. a neighborhood or
school, activity based e.g. a bowling group, or organized along other lines. We do not iR
teract with people with which we share a focus with in the same manner. If the foci are
compatible then there will likely be no major problems if the people within either focus
interact with each other (or see you in the context of the OotherO focus). However we- of
ten have circles of association that we would like to keep distinct.

Social networks sites often have no means for us to present ourselves to different people
we are connected to in different ways. You can either make something visible to every
one or not put it up at all. All ones connections are amalgamated into the loosely defined
relationship of Ofriend®. While the term OfriendO is useful in the sense that it allows us to
be polite and save face by not having to explicitly describe the nature and degree of each
connection we have (after all we hardly do this in real life), it lumps everyone together in
a fairly unnatural way. We propose that users of social network sites should be enabled
to privately model the nature of their connections to various people and use this model
to control their self-presentation to the people in their social network. Just as it is rarely
appropriate to articulate the degree of ones friendship with someone to that person, it
would be socially awkward if the links links in social networking sites screamed, Obest
friendO or Ouseful contactO.

Relevant previous work in this domain include Viegas (2000), who developed Collec-
tions a system that allows one to partition ones photo album into sets that are viewable
by different [hierarchical] audiences. Boyd (2002), discusses the issue of faceted identk
ties online and proposes a system that allowed for the creation of different online Ofac
etsO, associating data with them and controlling access to them. Our work is very much



in the same vein as boydOs but is looking at the design of such an interface within a social
networking site such as Facebook

Description

The interface pictured below allows a user to define groups into which he can place his
OfriendsO. Each group can then be given access to various aspects of his online persona.
People can also be placed in multiple groups giving them the rights that are effectively

the union of the rights given to each group they are a member of.

The large red numbers are labels we are using in the description of the interface and not

part of the interface itself.
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1. Ungrouped: This is the default group created by the system, it contains all the
people that the user has not placed into groups already. In a network of mostly compati-
ble connections, this may be the largest group, with other groups being used to control
exceptional cases where access needs to be restricted. In a more heterogeneous network,
a user may decide to group most of his connections in order to present himself appro

priately to each one of those groups.

2. Already Grouped:  Connections who have already been placed in at least one
group are shown here (as well as in their respective groups). This makes it easy to place
a connection in multiple groups.

3. Group List:  The groups the user has created are listed here, this section also al
lows the user to create new groups.

4, OPokerO - A typical group: By dragging the profile pictures of connections into
a group a user can easily add someone to a group. Removing someone from a group
would be accomplished by a dragging the profile picture out of the group and dropping
it into any empty space available on screen.

5. Access Controls: A group allows one to define what aspects of you the mem
bers of that group can see or interact with. In this example the members of the family
group can see the users, Personal, Education, Work, and limited Contact information
(indicated by the red line underneath the eye next to OContactO). Additionally while they
can see the users Photos and Videos they cannot see the users OwallO, nor can they see
connections that are part of the Ungrouped and Poker groups.

6. Access Summary: This panel allows a user to see a brief summary of how they
can be perceived by a particular member of their social network. It gives a quick look at
what groups they are in as well as particular media they can or cannot see. With regard
to this last point it will only show media that are exceptions to their regular access

rights. For example if a connection is in a group that can see all your pictures but you
have restricted their access to a few pictures, those pictures would appear under Ocannot
see. Similarly if a connection is in a group that cannot normally see your videos but you
have chosen to grant access to some of your videos, these media would appear under
Ocan seeO.



Discussion

One of the immediate benefits of partitioning ones network into distinct audiences and
presenting oneself appropriately to each one is to make social networking sites capable
of supporting larger numbers of different kinds of connections. Whereas before one may
have separated ones work connections from oneOs casual connections by using different
sites to interact with them, interfaces like this would allow for these different kinds of
interactions to occur on the same site. Additionally there is only so much one can do to
prevent the kinds of social collisions that are possible in the current generation of social
networks?, what does a professor or high school teacher do when faced with a friend re
guest from one of her students?

An important part of the puzzle in making an interface like this work is that the result of

the partitioning should be fairly transparent to the users OfriendsO (who are being pari
tioned); i.e. it should not be made explicit that ones friends have been partitioned into
different groups with different levels of access. It is therefore important to carefully con -
sider where this information may leak and design to prevent such occurrences. For ex
ample if the members of a users OFamilyO network are not allowed to see the members of
the OPokerO group when looking at a users friend list, then they should not be able to see
wall posts, notes or pokes generated by members of the Poker group. These access con
trols effectively allow one to create distinct private spaces within their online persona

and it is important that they are properly isolated.

While | think it is natural to present oneself to different audiences in different ways, the
aim of this interface is not to enable outright deception. As such the interface stops just
shy of allowing completely different data to be displayed to different audiences (with a
few exceptions such as contact info), | am hesitant to support a userQOs ability to describe
themselves as 35 years old to one group of people and 15 years old to another . While
that degree of flexibility may be desirable in certain online communities. | doubt it is
appropriate for a general social networking site.

The aim of this interface is also not to discourage openness about oneOs identity, one of
the advantages of social networking sites in the ability to see people in the context of
their OFriendsO and thus gain some kind of insight into their personality. One could argue
that an interface such as the one described in this essay reduces the signaling value of
the friends list. This may be true but i doubt it is to much detriment, it is somewhat un -
realistic to assume that all of persons acquaintances are compatible or even equivalent.

2 Facebook does allow one to specify a single limited proble and restrict certain friends to seeing only this
limited version.



It is probably beneficial to the people on both sides of the relationship if they do not
know everything there is to know about the other person instantly. Interfaces like this
one allow for more control over how one is perceived in an online environment.
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