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In 2007, the social networking web site MySpace appently overthrew Google as the most visited
web site for U.S. web users. If this heralds a neara of widespread online social networking, then
it is important to investigate user behaviour and #ributes. Although there has been some
research into social networking already, basic dengyaphic data is essential to set previous
results in a wider context and to give insights toesearchers, marketers and developers. In this
article the demographics of MySpace members are ekped through data extracted from two
samples of 15,043 and 7,627 member profiles. The di@n declared age of users was surprisingly
high at 21, with a small majority of females. The malysis confirmed some previously reported
findings and conjectures about social networking,dr example that female members tend to be
more interested in friendship and males more intersted in dating. In addition, there was some
evidence of three different friending dynamics: orénted towards close friends, acquaintances, or
strangers. Perhaps unsurprisingly, female and yourey members had more friends than others,
and females were more likely to maintain private pofiles, but males and females both seemed to
prefer female friends, with this tendency more marled in females for their closest friend. The
typical MySpace user is apparently female, 21, sitg with a public profile, interested in online
friendship and logging on weekly to engage with a ixed list of mainly female ‘friends’ who are
predominantly acquaintances.

Introduction

In many Web 2.0 sites, pairs of members can registefriends’, which typically gives them
privileged or easier access to each other’'s reesusc communication channels (e.g., instant
messaging, email, blogging, photographs, commentingsome sites the primary purpose of
friendship is as a shortcut to finding relevanbreses by starting with those of people with
shared interests. In social networking sites likgSidace and Facebook, however, the primary
purpose appears to be to socialise in the sensiegafging in communication for its own sake
(boyd, 2008; Pew Research Center for the PeopldieRress, 2007). This may include
exchanging messages with no real information can{enown as ‘phatic communion’
(Malinowski, 1923), e.g., “hope you are fine”) aslixas discussing topics of shared interest
and planning face-to-face meetings. For teenagexsems that their MySpace activity can be
deeply embedded into their lives, for example iaficing their self-esteem (Valkenburg,
Peter, & Schouten, 2006). A consequence of thithas social networking is not only an
interesting new form of online communication buisitalso one that is important in its own
right.

Whilst offline friendship has been extensively s&al social networking friendship,
as a relatively recent phenomenon, is much lesgratabd. This is a significant omission
because of the importance of MySpace, which apggredipsed Google as the most visited
web site by U.S. users at the end of 2006 (Pres2o@7), and the key role of friendship in
these sites. The research that has been completed §reviewed below) has given many
valuable insights into how and why social netwogkiis used; particularly in terms of
teenagers. A weakness of most previous researaleven, is that it has been qualitative - or
mixed methods (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998) but rgga in a predominantly qualitative
fashion (e.g., boyd, 2007) - and hence, it formsjexures rather than presenting testable
evidence. This is not a criticism: qualitative ancked method approaches amere valuable
than quantitative research for investigating thel reneaning of new culture-related
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phenomena like social networking friendship. Ndwveldss, quantitative methods are needed
to test and confirm the insights of qualitativee@sh, to provide method triangulation, and to
produce new findings. Quantitative data is alsceissl to give a broad overview of the
demographics of social networking for site designeesearchers and advertisers. Although
some useful statistics are published by commergiatket research organisations, the
underlying data and its origins are typically gwatdand so claims cannot be tested. For
example, one press release claimed that the majafriMySpace visitors were over 35 in
August 2006 (http://www.comscore.com/press/releag@press=1019, accessed July 24,
2007), which does not seem credible and cannoirketly checked. In this case the results
were based upon monitoring the activity of 2 milliconsenting clients and so it seems
possible that the results overestimate the ag&y8ipace visitors due to children using their
parents’ computers.

This article presents a quantitative explorationfragndship in social networks to
identify factors relating to three key propertiégendship circle size, age and gender. This
narrow focus allows a detailed statistical explorainto a basic yet important aspect of the
social networking friendship. MySpace is used for ainalysis because this was, at the time
of writing (June 2007), the most popular U.S. slaogworking web site.

Online and Web 2.0 friendship: Friending vs. befriending

Social networking sites are essentially web sertleas allow Internet users to register, to
create a personal profile and then use this profileommunicate with selected others. A
social networking site member will be able to addiecture and biographic information to
their profile home page. They will also be ablditml and connect with other members by
agreeing to become friends. Some or all of each lmeem friends will be listed on their
profile page, along with their photographs. Friehdse special privileges, such as the ability
to message each other and write comments on ehelisoprofile page. Most general social
networking sites also offer other facilities, sua$ a blog, online photograph albums and
video hosting. In contrast, some social networlgitgs are oriented towards more specialist
services, such as news reading (Digg), photo shafiiickr) and bookmark sharing
(del.icio.us) — for these, friendship and relatetivities can primarily be a “collaborative
filtering” (Konstan et al., 1997) aid to informaticretrieval (Golder & Huberman, 2006;
Lerman, 2006). For example, in Flickr, friends’ tpies (friends are called ‘contacts’ in
Flickr) may be more relevant because they incluaged acquaintances, a shared hobby
(e.g., birds), or have a similar artistic taste.

In this article, the termfriending is used to connote social network friendship
connections. The first mass social networking skgendster (which started in 2003),
introduced the ability for members to register eattfer as ‘friends’. Although this function
was probably originally intended to reflect realrlddriendships, its use in practice was very
different (Donath & boyd, 2004). Overall, individuasers and groups of users probably
negotiate the meaning of ‘friend’ in any socialwetk site, and ‘acquaintance’ is probably a
more accurate general description. MySpace allofferentiation amongst friends, through a
small top friends select list. Although the concefpfriending in social networks is apparently
the glue that keeps them together, it is a comptestruct and one that can cause conflict.
For instance, decisions about who are in the temdrset can be traumatic and ‘defriending’
someone by dropping them from a friend list canultes deliberately or accidentally — in
upset feelings (boyd, 2006).

Note that offline friendship should not be reifie#zscribing someone as a friend online is
merely a summary statement of personal feelingsm@usulturally approved terminology”
(Duck, 1992, p. 33) and its meaning is dependemnugulture and time. A reasonable
generalisation, however, might be that friends tencare about each other, have some things
in common and expect this to continue for at leasioderate period of time.

LiveJournal is an example of an unusual social agtveite because of its orientation
towards blog-like journals. A LiveJournal user'iefrds are probably the people with journals
considered to be worth reading (Fono & Raynes-@ol#005). This is partly a consequence
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of LiveSpace friending not needing to be reciprptiie Flickr ‘contacts’, but unlike most
other spaces (e.g., MySpace, Facebook, Live Spaées)with other spaces, however,
LiveJournal users have and sometimes use theyatulitreate semi-private content that is
only available to other users designated as frietrdghis sense friendship is sometimes
intrinsically related to trust (Fono & Raynes-GeldR005). Fono and Raynes-Goldie (2005)
also mention several other connotations of friemqpdsh
» Courtesy: Sometimes friends may be added (or fsikeipdreciprocated in LiveJournal
or Flickr) out of a sense of politeness to avoidrgj offence.
» Declaration: Designating someone as a friend mayaloy a public declaration of
friendship.
* Nothing: Some users may see friendship as sigmjfygothing.
» Offline facilitator: Friendships may be conveniémt communication to coordinate
offline activities.
e Online community: Friendships may be genuine puoaljne friend-like

relationships.

An additional meaning for friend, especially in Myge is ‘fan’. MySpace
encourages bands to join via music.myspace.comisteegg as a friend of a musician or
band in MySpace typically gives free access to soni@e music and news bulletins as well
as pictures, videos and general information. AlgilouMySpace friending is an equal,
reciprocal relationship, in practice the fan reaship is unequal but is not differentiated
from ‘normal’ friendship in any way. MySpace, udilFriendster and Facebook, has made a
deliberate attempt to cultivate fan relationshipsy@, 2006).

Social networking friendships have perhaps beerdoexgh most systematically, at
least from a quantitative perspective, in termsFatebook. Facebook is a general social
networking site that supports text based commuigicatetween friends as well as picture
sharing. In its early days it was exclusively fallege students and still has this flavour
although it is no longer restricted. For instartceeems that there is a class divide, at least in
the U.S., between education-oriented Facebook uarts predominantly non college-
educated MySpace users (boyd, 2007). Despite ttle d& geographic boundaries of the
internet, most Facebook communication takes platevden students at the same college
(Golder, Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007), and its pamy role is often seen as cementing
friendships that initially began offline (EllisoBteinfield, & Lampe, 2006). Although distant
friendships do exist, they don’t seem to generatanach messaging traffic. In temporal
terms, students seemed to fit Facebook use into Warking pattern, engaging in social
networking in parallel with studying, presumablyedw the convenience of both tending to
require an internet-connected computer (Goldet.e2@07). Some commercial research into
general social networking supports the idea ofadow@tworking not being a separate activity
to some extent by showing that many users maipt@files in multiple sites and switch from
one to the other to check each one consecutivegs¢dtt, 2007).

A U.S.-based survey of teen internet users inclusiethe questions about social
networking friendship (Pew Research Center forReple & the Press, 2007). It found some
gender differences, with boys claiming to use itrenfrequently for flirting than girls —
although there are only 17% flirters overall, ahd gender discrepancy may reflect differing
perceptions of flirting unless a lot of gay or maeiprocal flirting occurs. Both genders used
social networking to plan with friends (91%) andoab half of users tried to make new
friends (boys more than girls). Young users seencdomunicate very informally in
MySpace, with strong swear words occurring in aamtj of youth profiles (Hinduja &
Patchin, in press; Thelwall, in press) and a sigaift minority containing evidence of illegal
activities such as underage alcohol use (18% oéuh8s) (Hinduja & Patchin, in press).

Objectives

The objective of this research is to identify peeddactors that associate with different age
ranges, friendship circle sizes and genders in Mg8p Age ranges are important since
previous research and much media interest has dedusn teenage users and has discussed
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how young users create their own social norms witlticial networking. Friendship circle
size is also significant because of the hypothdsis#erence between offline friendship and
the looser concept of friendship in social netwoitkially, previous research has identified
small yet apparently significant gender differendessocial networks and so this is an
essential issue to explore.

Data

The raw data for this article are three samplesMgBSpace public user profiles. Each
MySpace user has a personal identification nurrdoed, these numbers are apparently given
out in sequence.

We identified approximately the last ID issued by3pace on July 3, 2007 and for the
first collection selected every 10,227th ID stagtat 1,939 (a random starting point) to give a
large total sample size (20,064). The profile pag®gociated with each of these user IDs was
then downloaded via the URL
http://profile.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseactionxwsewprofile&friendid= followed by
the user ID. These profiles were downloaded atte @& 8,000 per day over three days to
avoid overloading the MySpace server. This is #llemembers collection’, and encompasses
MySpace users from a wide variety of joining dates.

The second collection is the ‘July 3, 2006 memhmidection’ and consists solely of
users who joined on July 3, 2006, as identifiedraf and error through MySpace ID ranges,
selecting 10,000 IDs (90,306,349 to 90,316,348gsEhwere downloaded over four hours on
July 17, 2007 starting at 2.30am central U.S. timan attempt to access the data when most
users were asleep in order to (a) minimise impaonitthe MySpace servers and (b) capture
comparable data. The main data set for this aigdee all members collection but the July 3,
2006 members collection is used for supplementarglyaes when time of joining is
important.

Each profile page in each collection was autombyiczanned to extract the following
information.

» If the page returned an error (account closureeketl error, or incorrect format data)

» If the account was a music profile — typically ussdsingers or bands

» If the profile was private or public

* Number of registered friends

» Date of last access

* Age

» Gender

* Location (country)

» Aim of user (e.g., here for: friendship, networking

* Religion

e Status (e.g., married, single)

» Sexual orientation

e Ethnicity

» Attitude to having children
All profiles resulting in an error message or a imysofile were removed from the analysis,
leaving a total of 15,043 (all members collecticam)d 7,627 (July 3, 2006 members
collection). The reason for removing music sitethat these are likely to be fundamentally
different in purpose to personal sites.

From the date of last access we calculated theasd number of days since the
profile was last accessed by counting the days tterday of data collection, adjusting this
to central U.S. time. This is unavoidably an estansince it disregards accesses by users
during the day of data collection but after thefiigdrad been downloaded.

Note that for most users not all of the above imfation was present. In particular,
the minimum age for MySpace is 14 and profilesusers under 16 are automatically set to
“private”. Other users can also set their proftieprivate. Private profiles are only visible to
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registered friends: others (including the programattdownloaded the profiles for this
research) see a public cut-down profile revealidgte of last access, location (optional),
gender and age. Most information apart from ages dalast access and gender is optional
and some users do not include it in their profils.a result the data contains many missing
values: for example most (12,187 in the all memimaitection) users did not report their
ethnicity or had a private profile. In the statistbelow, data are automatically removed from
any analysis when one or more of the reported gadwe missing (Table 2 is an exception).

The third data set, the ‘403 member collection’aisandom sample of 403 public,
valid, non-music profiles from the second dataf@emembers with at least 2 friends.

On a technical note, the profiles were downloadsidgithe web crawler SocSciBot 4
(socscibot.wlv.ac.uk) and parsed into a plain tégtformat (tab delimited) using an extra
program added to SocSciBot 4 (see the author &bruations to access this and the extracted
MySpace data). The same end result could be obtaisieg other software such as the Perl
module WWW-MySpace (search.cpan.org/distt WWW-Myspace.g., Escher, 2007). The
data was summarised and graphed in Excel.

Analysis

This analysis takes the form of presenting desgamtatistics as well as cross-tabulation of
multiple categories to identify patterns. In thpading below of cross-tabulation results, for
convenience the term ‘significant differences’ sd to connote differences that are both (a)
statistically significant, with a Chi-squapevalue less than 0.01 and (b) large enough to be
interesting, typically meaning at least a 5% d#fere. Point (b) is necessary because the
large sample size allows even relatively smalledéhces to show up as highly statistically
significant.

The MySpace signup process

It is useful to briefly discuss the signup procEssMySpace with regard to the information
available in user profiles. On the signup screenJuay 11, 2007 accessed from the UK) the
(compulsory) information requested includes: Firamme; Last hame; Country (from a drop-
down box, initially — and presumably normally cathg — set to a location worked out by the
server); Date of birth; and Gender. This givesrtiember a basic profile with an (optional)
photograph and the system automatically calculiiieis age, date of last access, and number
of registered friends. In order to add some ofrémainder of the information in the bullet list
above, the user has to log on to their profileecdelhe Edit Profile link, and then select the
Basic Info tab and fill in a form (Occupation: fré=xt entry, no default setting; Ethnicity:
drop down box, no default setting; here for: mugtipchoice from Dating, Serious
Relationships, Friends, Networking - no defaultisgj. In addition to the basic information
link, following the Background & Lifestyle link ges more choices (Marital Status: one
choice from Swinger, In a Relationship, Single &idt), Divorced, Married; Sexual
Orientation: one choice from: Bi, Gay/Lesbian, Hfina Not Sure, No Answer (default);
Religion: drop down box with one option as in Frg.default = no answer; Children: drop
down box with one option as in Fig. 9, default =amswer).

From this process it can be seen that more caseat may not get round to entering
the optional information and other users may denileto report it. The only current default
setting that might affect statistical analysed&t bf “Single” being the default marital status,
but the use of predefined categories is anotheitdiion in others (e.g., there is no Sikh
religion option). Note also that new users autocadlit receive a friendship request from
“Tom” who is ostensibly a person but representsiendlly MySpace help and information
feature. Users may reject Tom as a friend, acaabtveew him as a real friend or accept him
and view him as a help agent. Hence a person wittierid is likely to have just Tom as their
friend so the difference in the data between Olafigend is probably not significant.
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Results

Within the all members collection there were 4,0688mbers with private profiles (27%).
This set includes 100% of the 14-15 age group a8 bf the remainder — matching
Facebook research suggesting that privacy is oftérseen as important (Acquisti & Gross,
2006), although it can be in some countries (Snydarpenter, & Slauson, 2006). There were
almost 50% more females (2,415) than males (1,848) private profiles (a few did not
declare a gender).

Figure 1 shows an approximate power law (see Bara®@02) in the number of days
since the site was last accessed. The oldest etalate was October 8, 2003, less than two
months  after the public launch of MySpace on Augush, 2003
(http:/ffreemyspace.com/?g=node/13). The devialiom a pure power law straight line at
the top left of the graph can be explained by eriotthe dates due to crawling over a 24 hour
period. Also the absence of the normal full “fat’tat the bottom right of the graph can be
explained by curtailment at the date that the siteted. The left-hand side of the graph
(recent accesses) is difficult to interpret becauiselikely to include new users as well as old
users who check their accounts frequently. Nevisise the right hand side of the graph
reflects a significant number of users that hadlogged on for a long time (half of the users
had not checked their account for at least twoahdlf months), because they had given up
MySpace, had a pattern of infrequent checking,aar $witched to another MySpace account.
Excluding users with 0 or 1 friends on the groutitl they are probably mainly inactive
users, the median length of time since the lagidogas approximately one week (8 days).

A cross-check was performed for associations bmtwaccess times and other
variables in the data. The only significant asdomawas that females appear to check
MySpace more frequently: a small majority of fensatbecked in the previous 1-5 days.

It is useful to group the access dates for furthiealysis. Based upon a natural
grouping of points into approximately straight libemponents of the graph, the following
ranges were selected: 3-5 days and 6-90 days. Umief groups make up the remainder: 1-2
days and 91+ days.
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Figure 2 reports the same user access data agHidurt arranged by MySpace ID. It is clear
from this graph that the IDs are given out in adlasy order (and hence MySpace has had
over 200 million ‘members’ - although some peo®dimultiple memberships). In addition,
the graph also shows that many members only ewersadhe site once, when they sign up,
and the majority of the remaining users have aetkdg site within the past few weeks.
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Figure 2. Days since last access against MySpagdbDgall members collection).

Figure 3 gives the clearest indication of usageepas, using the July 3, 2006 members
collection. Over a quarter of users (28.5%) onlyged on to their MySpace account on the
day that they signed up, and a third (33.3%) ditllag on again later than a week after
signing up. A total of 18.9% accessed it in thdyglaours (assuming they were U.S. based) of
the day of the survey or the day immediately befarest of these presumably check daily.
Almost a third (31.4%) had checked in the previaegk, and 40.0% in the previous month.
In simple terms, it seems that about a third of e give up immediately, a third become
regular users and the rest log on occasionally.
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Figure 3. Days since last access (July 3, 2006 regsrimllection).

Figure 4 shows the expected power law distributdbmumbers of friends: most users
have only a few friends but some have many. Theianedumber of friends is 1, and the
median number for users who have at least 2 friemdy. The power law is not perfect,
though, and any deviations from a perfect power faay suggest that different types of
friending mechanisms are co-occurring. There appedre four different patterns at work,
consistent with previous research (boyd, 2006; RaiRaynes-Goldie, 2005).
* No friends: 0-1 friends. There are more users with one fridrath expected for the
power law. As a result, this probably reflects gdeopho are trying out the system
and adopt Tom as their friend as part of this (Tisrtime sole friend of about 99% of
users with 1 friend).
* Close friends. 2-9 friends: There is an approximately straigh¢ Ifor users with 2-9
friends. This might represent users with friendst #re all or mainly offline friends,
i.e., interpreting friendship the same online dbnf.
» Acquaintances: 10-90 friends: There is an approximately straigig covering users
with 10-90 friends and this line has a differeripd to the 2-9 friends slope. This
suggests users following a different friending nadbm and would be consistent
with those approximately equating MySpace friendshith acquaintanceship, and
perhaps including a significant number of bandds Hrobably also includes some
close friends.
» Srangers: 90+ friends: The tail of the graph seems to haifferent average slope
to the other parts. This could reflect members ctitipely trying to get as many
registered friendships as possible. This probalsly mcludes some close friends and
acquaintances.
Note that the median of 27 friends for members wathleast 2 friends falls in the
acquaintanceship category above, which accountd@® of these users. Hence this could
reasonably be viewed as the modal or “normal” pretiation of social network friending.

In terms of gender, there was a fairly even s@iiheen male and female users in the
0-1 and 2-9 categories but proportionally more mdlad 2-9 friends and more females had
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more friends than this. About 9% more females thmales had more than 9 friends based
upon the average for both males and females —siiigll difference is still statistically
significant because of the large numbers of datatpoenvolved (a Chi-square test for the
whole table is significant witp=0.000).

Note that for the purposes of this discussion thienflship patterns have been
identified visually. Although there are mathemadtiehniques for fitting lines to power law
distributions (Rousseau & Rousseau, 2000), these@mtroversial and are an unnecessary
complication that does not add to the discussiooteMNalso that in some of the analyses
below, members with 0-1 friends are removed underissumption that the vast majority are
not active members, but members with private msfthat do not reveal friend counts are
included in the relevant analysis (Figure 6), etimugh some of these will have 0-1 friends.
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Figure 4. Friends scatter graph for users oved(ly 3, 2006 members collection, note log-
log scale and that the 199 users with 0 friendsiateshown).

Figure 5 presents data concerning the number o6 wsith different groups of friends, but
breaks down each category by the number of day® ghe last logon. It is clear from the
graph that people with 0 or 1 friends are unlikielybe active users of the system. It seems
that 0-1 friends represents a member not reallyguie system, other than perhaps to create
a profile “to see what all the fuss is about”.Histis true then just over half of the members
don'’t really engage with MySpace. Even those wheoessed the system within 6-90 days
may have joined recently but have already giveomupever intended to become active users.
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Figure 5. Number of friends and time since lasblogf MySpace users over 15 (all members
collection).

Basic user statistics

Figure 6 reports the gender distribution of ageyesn excluding users with 0 or 1 friends (but
including users with private profiles that do neveal how many friends they have). There is
a significant youth bias to MySpace, although theglian reported age is 21 — the median age
of active users is slightly lower because the dajas annually with its members — for
example the average age of users who logged dreiprevious two months is 20. There are
clearly significantly more female teen users butrenmales than females in their late
twenties. Overall there are more females (7,658 4,876 excluding those reporting 0 or 1
friends) than males (7,278 or 4,219 respectivelipe surprisingly high number of
centenarians could be due to children signing @ tbidest living relatives but certainly
reflects joke ages for at least some: several edita want children “someday”; and there are
examples in the data like “Kevin” (apparently 16#2ho appears to be about 13 from his
picture and has a typical teen action-packed My& pacfile.
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n

Figure 7 reports the age distribution of MySpacersisfriendship circle sizes, using the

categories introduced in the discussion relatingiture 4. The results for users over 40 are
excluded as unreliable due to the smaller numbwmived (under 100 in most cases — see
Figure 6), and friend numbers are unavailable #bafd 15 year-olds. The pattern is clearly
for younger users to have more MySpace friendshdper surprisingly, though, the very

youngest group had the most friends. Presumabgetfreends were built by the 16 year olds
when they were 14 and 15 and their profiles weneafe.
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Figure 7. Ages and friendship counts of MySpacesu$6-40 (all members collection).
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User attributes and beliefs

Figure 8 shows the dominance of Christianity oweoforms of religion, although given the
U.S. base of MySpace users, the number of Protestansurprisingly low. Perhaps the
Christian—other category was used by Protestants kelgarded themselves as part of a
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particular Protestant church rather than as a geReotestant. There did not seem to be a
significant association between age and religiomemder and religion amongst MySpace
users.
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Figure 8. Religions of MySpace users over 15 brak@mn by age (all members collection,
excluding those reporting 0-1 friends; 59% unknawn)

Figure 9 is the most surprising graph in the datals apparently shows that there is a large
difference in the desire to have children accordim¢he number of friends, even if the 0-1
friends column is ignored. A related clear but upgsging association (not shown) is that
younger users were the more likely not to wantdehih. It seems likely that “I don’t want
kids” used to be a default in MySpace, with mansueh users never changing it.
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Figure 9. Child orientation of MySpace users ov&b$ number of friends (all members
collection; 41% unknown).

Figure 10 shows that most users are using MySpackiéndship although some also use it
for dating, networking and serious relationshipsoritén are more likely to be interested
primarily in friendship and men are more likely he interested in dating, conforming to
previous findings for teens (Pew Research Centethfo People & the Press, 2007). Another
pattern in the data (not shown) is that youngerausere less likely to network.
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Networking, Serious Relationships
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Networking, Serious Relationships, Friends |
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Serious Relationships |
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Networking, Friends )
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Figure 10. Objectives of MySpace users over 15dndgr (all members collection, excluding
those reporting 0-1 friends; 88% unknown).

The other member attributes checked produced seshéit provide useful background
demographic data. A large majority (77%) of usersreavfrom the U.S., although -
surprisingly - the UK was in second place (5%)ldieked by Canada (2%), Australia, (2%),
the Philippines (1%) and Mexico (1%). Over 90% mép a geographic location.
Unsurprisingly, however, a large majority of the926vho gave a sexual orientation chose
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straight (93%). The relationship status of useeb(@ 1) seems suspect because there are very
few divorced members. Presumably divorced peopiée te be older than average and hence
less likely to be MySpace users, but they might alsclare themselves as single (or accept
MySpace’s default characterisation of single).

Table 1. Relationship status of MySpace users dSewhere given (all members collection,
excluding those reporting 0-1 friends; 27% unknawn)

Status Frequency Percent

Divorced 81 2%
In a Relationship 965 19%
Married 573 11%
Single 3344 66%
Swinger 97 2%

The ethnic origins reported in Table 2 are perhmapst noteworthy for the number of people
who did not report this attribute. Over half of tmembers (2,596) with public profiles and at
least 2 friends did not report an ethnicity. Pesh#éipis often not seen as significant in
cyberspace. Alternatively, however, ethnicity iiolis from many photographs or it may be
seen as distasteful or uncool to report.

Table 2. Ethnic origin of MySpace users over 1br@mbers collection; 51% unknown).

Ethnicity Frequency Percentage
Asian 140 6%
Black / African desc 297 12%
East Indian 12 0%
Latino / Hispanic 337 14%
Middle Eastern 11 0%
Native American 20 1%
Other 169 7%
Pacific Islander 32 1%
White / Caucasian 1459 59%

Friends’ genders

The third sample of data, the 403 member collectieas used to investigate the influence of
gender on friendship: whether males had more migeds than female and vice versa, either
in the Top 8 friends list or the first page of thd list of friends. Each profile page was
visited and the members’ “Top 8" friends categatiggo four groups: male friends, female
friends, bands, and others. Friends were classifsedands if they were pop groups or used
the MySpace music site, or ‘others’ if they werernitified in any other way as a professional
person with a fan base (e.g., actors, comedian®). rémainder were classified as male or
female, with the exception of the help agent ‘Tamhio was ignored. The same process was
repeated on the first full page of up to 40 frienelached by clicking the “all friends” link —
these seem to be the member’s first 40 friends.lintiw@tion to the first page was a practical
choice as some members had hundreds of friends.

A test for gender differences in the gender of Bofriends was positive (Mann-
Whitney, p=0.026): females had a slightly higher proportidrfemnale friends (60.5%) than
did males (53.5%). In contrast, males had slighttyre female page 1 friends (58.1%) than
did females (54.1%), although the difference wassigmificant (Mann-Whitneyp=0.196). It
seems that males and females do not seem to heatygdiffering friend gender preferences
for their closest friends (i.e., approximately 7%Mhich is surprising given recognised gender
differences in offline relationships (Aukett, Riteh& Mill, 1988; Caldwell & Peplau, 1982;
Elkins & Peterson, 1993; Reeder, 2003; Shrum, Chdkunter, 1988). Males possibly have
more females as more distant friends, howeveropadth the difference was not large enough
to be statistically significant. In addition, thesas a difference in those chosen to be friends,
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with all members tending to choose more femalenfisein their Top 8 list (Wilcoxon Signhed
Ranks Testp=0.000) and tending to have more female friendthair first page of friends
(Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tegi0.000). In summary, both males and females sihareame
preference to have a majority of female friendalgh females have a significantly greater
preference for close friends to be female.

Limitations

This research has a number of limitations thatxameh reviewing before the conclusions.

First, and most importantly, some of the data isl@siding, and probably the age data
is the most unreliable. Almost all of the data gseadl is self-reported and presumably some
of it is deliberately or accidentally incorrect.rrexample, members may lie out their age and
probably there are many users under 14 who deatadder age in order to have a profile. A
systematic study of profiles of youth apparenthgdgnder 18 has found evidence of age
inflation in 8.3% (Hinduja & Patchin, in press).rRostance, in the sample used in the current
study, one 21 year old female’s profile declaredraerest in “hot boys 11-14". This seems
likely to be the work of a girl aged about 11, aligh it could be a joke comment or even the
work of an inept paedophile. Moreover, some usayg give a false date of birth (although
this is not reported in the user’s profile) as ptisly useful information for identity theft
(e.g., see http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/62638m, accessed July 24, 2007). Perhaps
most substantially, members may use MySpace totecreaanew online identity that is
unrelated to their offline identity, perhaps indhgl gender switching. This would be
consistent with findings about deception for otbaline communication media (e.g., Utz,
2005). The pattern in Figure 6 — dominated by yousers - gives some credence to the self-
reported ages, although it seems likely that mdnyase aged 14-15 may be younger. The
data may also have been affected by design desigiodySpace, such as the default settings
for the answers to some of the questions. Somedsigvill also be music sites, a qualitatively
different type of friend to other members. Hendthaugh the member-entered data must be
interpreted cautiously in respect of both the pia¢nifferences between members and their
projected identity representations, and the pakbiasing factors of the MySpace interface,
it seems unlikely that the data is dominated byegeon, especially because of the close
connection between offline and online friendship.

Second, the ‘all members’ data set is heterogenieagsms of the length of time that
the users in the sample had been members. Usesgnpably add friends over time and so
newer users with few friends may eventually haveearmibiends, although in some of the
analyses above they are grouped with older usérsfeiv friends. Membership duration may
also affect all the data to some extent, for exanifpblder users are more likely to get round
to completing their profile information or to adagipying practices with regard to reporting
information (e.g., Perkel, 2006).

Conclusions

In terms of reported age, although the modal aggedor MySpace is teen, MySpace is
apparently not a predominantly teen site: it hagmorted median age of 21 and slightly
younger active users. Its youngest members are likebt to be female and there is a small
female majority overall. Teen users have more fisetihan average and are the most likely to
have a very large number (e.g., over 90). Amontgstather investigated variables, a lack of
desire for children and more frequent logging osoahssociate with youth, as does an
absence of interest in “networking”. Whilst thisi@a&ould be interpreted as referring mainly
to the projected identity representations of theSjglgce members, it seems reasonable that
this predominantly matches with offline identities.

There is a huge variety of friendship circle sizasfew members have tens of
thousands of friends but the majority have O oflie sizes approximately follow a power-
law distribution with break points consistent withree interpretations of friends: close
friends; acquaintances; and strangers. This corabd® previous research that has pointed to
different conceptualisations of online friendship bsers (boyd, 2006; Fono & Raynes-
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Goldie, 2005), but is somewhat at odds with Fackbresearch that emphasises its role in
building relationships started offline (Ellison &t, 2006). Perhaps social networks allow
stronger bonds to build with casual acquaintancelsanging the nature of weak friendship —
or, perhaps members build an extended network gfi@ntances but concentrate most of
their social networking activity on their best fras.

The large number of users with no real friends satgythat many people sign up to
MySpace, perhaps out of curiosity, and then dobeatbme active users. This conjecture is
supported by the typically long length of time @ntheir last logon for these members.
Ignoring those with O friends or 1 friend, the n@dnumber of friends of the remainder of
users (aged 16+) is 27, and 40% of members falthén10-90 friends “acquaintanceship”
category which suggests that acquaintanceshipeigrbdal interpretation of friendship in
MySpace by active users.

The results with regard to gender confirm that dEmusers are more likely than
males to be mainly interested in friendship, alttouhis is true for a majority of both
genders. In contrast, male users are more likelpednterested in dating and/or serious
relationships, although this involves a minoritydaso the significance of this should not be
exaggerated. Female users also tended to have fmends, and probably log on more
frequently, although the differences were not laMale and female members both seemed to
preferring to have a majority of female friendst males preferred to have a significantly
greater proportion of female friends. A corollariytbis is the importance of cross-gender
friendships, an area that has attracted relatilittlg research (Gee, 2004; Monsour, 2001;
Scudder & Bishop, 2001). Apart from these resuts] a female majority, especially within
younger members, there was a reasonably even ggpliten the categories investigated.

In conclusion, the results above provide quantiéagvidence to back up a range of
previous claims about patterns of social networkatdeast with regard to MySpace users. In
addition, they support previous survey-based figslimbout social networking, providing
evidence triangulation to make these findings noerain. If there is a typical MySpace user
then she is probably 21, single, with a public geofinterested in online friendship and
logging on weekly to engage with a list of mixedt looajority female ‘friends’ that are
predominantly acquaintances (including bands). En&very different profile to those of the
teen users frequently discussed in the contempgrass, and so it seems likely that public
perceptions of MySpace are at variance with reality
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