Sodertorns hégskola
Media and Communication Studies
Media, Culture and Society Il, Spring 2008

WEBLOGS AND YOUNG PARENTS

Negotiating the norms about young parents and the boundaries of
private and public online

Author: Henrik Furst
Supervisor: Lars Lundgren



Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative study has been to give an understanding of how norms and
boundaries of private and public associated with young parents are expressed and
negotiated on weblogs controlled by young parents. The understanding of this may lead to
evaluate the weblogs as media and its role in society and culture.

The theoretical model used is based on a theoretical examination of norms as reflection of
culture and society and how emotions can negotiate these norms. The model is further
developed by considering how the media of weblogs restructure the boundaries of private
and public and makes self-expression a question of negotiating these boundaries. Of this
transformation the weblog can be considered a public space and therefore need behavior in
such places also be considered.

The findings in the study show that a dominating normative perspective is supported and
defended in the weblog. There is a potential for the weblog to be used as an organizing tool
for the creation of a joint perspective that may cause effects in the society. Independency
versus dependency is negotiated. Dependency on social welfare and parents for economical
and social support are seen as unwanted and independency is premiered. Maturity and
immaturity is also negotiated. Maturity is used as an argument for having a child at young
age and immaturity is used a counter strategy to question the legitimacy of the young
parent. Shame and pride are the overarching practical strategies for negotiating these
norms. Pride has been used for changing norms to ones perspective or strengthening the
perspective. Shame has been used upon others to make them feel uncomfortable about
their perspective and to make them change it. Attention management is used to give focus
on or to take focus from wanted or unwanted perspectives. The boundaries of private and
public gets re-negotiated as leakages from backstage appear on the weblog.
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1. Introduction

Internet has, as media and artifact, progressively been integrated into social practice of
everyday-life and creates common mediated social and cultural experiences (cf. Tolson 1999:
x). This mediated environment can be used as an arena for interaction and as symbolical
resource for the negotiation of culture and norms (boyd 2007). Thompson (2000, 2001,
2005) means that media, such as internet, transform the visibility and observability of
actions, which create a negotiation of boundaries of private and public.

One media that is more frequently used on the internet is the weblog. To begin with, a
formal and common definition of a weblog: “[it is] frequently modified web pages in which
dated entries are listed in reverse chronological sequence” (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus &
Wright 2005: 1). This outlines the user interface with exception of that it doesn’t account for
the participation of the audience, which is possible by comments and trackbacks from other
weblogs. The entries in the weblog and the content provided by the visitiors are part of the
dynamical symbolical material used for negotiation. Although participation is possible it
seldom happens, which makes the weblog more like one-way communication (Herring,
Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright 2005). Also when regarding that the author of the weblog often
has the ultimate control over content makes it even more like one-way communication
(Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright 2005: 10). The asynchronous nature of weblogs makes
storytelling without sequential interruption possible (Gumbrecht 2004). This may be a
contributory reason for that the most common use of the weblog is for personal storytelling
and concern everyday-life topics (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus & Wright 2005: 6). Everyday-life
topics may be about parenting and weblogs are commonly used among young persons.
Weblogs managed by young parents will be in focus for this study.

There has been shift in the Swedish society. Structural transformations has caused that
citizens tend to educate them self for a longer time, they establish themselves later on the
labor market and they also tend to become parents later in life than before (Salonen 2003).
People in 26-27 years of age with children have decreased from 59 percent in 1978-1982 to
26 percent in 1998-2001 (Salonen 2003: 61).

Nowadays is not very common to become parent before 20 years of age, only roughly one for every
hundred person (Salonen 2003: 18 [my translation]).

Young single parents, which are most commonly a woman, have a hard time handling
economical difficulties (Salonen 2003: 42). Young parents, in general, also have difficulties
finding an own place to live (Bergenstrahle 2007). Those without their own permanent
residence have increased from 7 percent in 2003 to about 11 percent in 2007, which
correspond to 46 000 young parents without an own permanent residence (Bergenstrahle
2007: 7f). Young parents are often low educated and live on social welfare (Linde 2003: 94).
In the Swedish society a change in the youth has occurred. Besides structural
transformations of the Swedish society, normative changes in the conception of what to do
during youth has changed from a period to become a parent to a period for doing other
things (Salonen 2003: 18).*

! No formal definition of the age of a young parent is used in these studies.
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1.1 Aim and research questions

The aim of this study is to analyze stories and comments on Swedish weblogs managed by
persons who call themselves “young parents”. The content concerned for understanding and
analysis contains expression of norms about young parents. Not only may the owner of the
weblog negotiate these norms but also there is a possibility for the visitors to explicitly
participate in negotiation by comments. The transformation of visibility and observability
makes the media a space for negotiating norms but also for boundaries of private and
public. Because of the content concerned is about young parents will the boundaries of
private and public be related to this content.

e How are the norms about young parents expressed and negotiated in stories on the
weblog by the owner of the weblog? Are there similarities and/or differences
between weblogs?

e How are the boundaries of private and public related to norms about young parents
expressed and negotiated on the weblog? Are there similarities and/or differences
between weblogs?

e How are the norms about young parents expressed and negotiated by the
participating audience on the weblog? Are there similarities and/or differences
between weblogs?

1.2 Academic and societal relevance

Internet is a broad research area and is studied by various academic disciplines. As internet
becomes integrated into everyday-life the uses of the internet become of crucial importance
for a further understanding of society. Technology and internet is a part of society and the
society is a part of the technology (Chayko 2002: 136).

Weblogs have been discussed from various perspectives: as a platform for learning (Barlett-
Bragg 2003; Berman & Katoma 2007; Huffaker 2005), its potential for spreading information
over a social network (Gruhl, Guya, Liben-Nowell & Tomkins 2004), and it has been discussed
by it usage for citizen journalism and as a emerging public sphere (O Boaill 2004; Kellner). It
has also been discussed as an example of a hotbed for digital scandals. No earlier studies
about young parents, norms and weblogs have been found.



2. Theory

Assumptions made about behavior on weblogs will largely be based on theories and
assumptions from other contexts. This will stimulate a productive discussion about the
media and its usage for producing content and its relationship to society and culture. The
theoretical chapter is divided into three interrelated themes based on the research
guestions. The first theme is norms, it will be defined and how it is governed and negotiated
by emotions and the consequences of a norm transgression will be presented. The second
theme is the dichotomy of private and public. This theme is based on that media, or the
weblogs, transform time and space and therefore also visibility and observability. Private
and public and norms related to young parents are then possible to be negotiated in a
“sociomental” mediated space were people mentally meet and share one another’s minds
and perspectives (Chayko 2002). The last theme is interaction in public spaces. The weblog
may in some uses be regarded as a public space and therefore theories of behavior in such
places between producers and audiences will be discussed.

2.1 Social constructionism and appropriation

The meaning of, and the knowledge about, the world around us is flexible and dependent on
the social and historical context. Norms fluctuate in meaning throughout time and space.
Berger and Luckmann (1991) describe the process of the emerging social reality as the
externalization of something that can be taken for a fact that then are seen as an object.
Later on, this objectivated reality becomes “internalized” by other. Internalization is often
associated with a classical transmission model where a message gets mediated without
interpretation from the individual, or receiver. But rather than to talk about internalization,
it's more fruitful to talk about appropriation. Appropriation means that the individual
contextualize and make meaning of symbolical messages and material to form their own
meaning that fits with their own socio-historical position (Thompson 2000: 200; Lull 2000:
64ff).

2.2 Norms

Lull (2000: 75) makes, in accordance with Immanuel Kant, a distinction between regulative
and constitutive rules. Rules can be thought of constitutive when it functions as a filter, or a
perspective, which the world is seen through, therefore it governs ways of thinking and
acting (Lull 2000: 75). Rules can also be more formal and explicit for means to regulate
behavior in the social world and work as guidelines for conducting a behavior that is free
from negative sanctions (Lull 2000: 75).

The constitutive and regulative rules can be considered as norms when it is about how one is
supposed to behave and considered as normal and consequently predictable as conventions
(Lull 2000: 90). The following of norms, even though they are not determinants, form
consciousness and social activity (Lull 2000: 89). Rules and norms reflect ideology and
cultural values and are wherefrom their socialized socio-cultural sensitive meaning derives
from (Lull 2000: 77). Rules help to maintain dominant ideology and cultural values (Lull 2000:
78). Negative sanctions and emotions are deployed so that no transgression of norms will be
conducted. When people take actions in their own hands to focus on a violation of norms
they are called norm-police. In other words, they have common mediating element: the
norm-violation (cf. Chayko 2002: 42). But norms can be more or less shared and the
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transgression of norms may not evoke any emotions and don’t have to generate an active
participating audience (cf. Lull & Hinerman 1997: 3, 17).

Norms and normality is learned and negotiated by meeting other’s perspective, the weblog
is part of this process. Weblogs can be thought of something very personal and as integrated
into the author’s life and sometimes also in the visitors life. Therefore violation of conduct
can be a highly personal matter because whatever is written in the weblog is also written on
the representation of the blogger (boyd 2006).

Bloggers discuss their blogs as though it is their home and others are invited to come over, provided that
they abide by the norms devised by the blogger. The speaker controls the style, access, and whether or
not listeners can comment. While anyone can access most blogs, it is this sense of ownership that makes
the blog feel like a personal space (boyd 2006).

2.2.1 Emotions of shame and pride
Guilt is what you have done; shame is who you are (Lull & Hinerman 1997: 26).

The social order implies consistency of behavior and to act in accordance with norms. When
an inconsistency is discovered by other the person that performed the inconsistent behavior
feels embarrassed (Goffman 1963: 248). Sometimes shaming of a norm-violator is deployed
for marking boundaries of appropriate and inappropriate behavior clear, so that conformity
can be maintained (Solove 2007: 76ff). The publishing of private matter of a norm violation
to a public is often associated with emotions of shame, embarrassment and humiliation
among persons that has transgressed the norms (Thompson 2000: 85).

Scheff (1990: 15) suggest that people are connected with social bonds that are dependent
on the emotions of pride and shame. This is reliant on that self-control is deployed to
evaluate self. Positive self-evaluation leads to pride and negative self-evaluation leads to
shame (Scheff 1990: 82). 2 Shame threatens the social bond and pride strengthens the bond.
The same logic can be used in the management of norms. Shame and pride may work as
strategies for the negotiation of norms. Shame is used to negotiate norms, when a
trespassing of norm is experienced, shaming can be used to question the behavior. Pride can
be a counter-strategy when shaming occurs, or it can be used as strengthening a norm and
making it appropriate. By this is regulative rules created for behavior and propose a solution
for behavior that can be free from further negative sanctions (Lull 2000:75).

Shaming is interlaced with reputation. The reputation of an individual can be damaged by
the shaming through an online media and leave a permanent record of the transgression
online as a digital footprint (Solove 2007: 97). Solove (2007: 97) calls this “the digital scarlet
letter”. Although that the information about the event don’t need to be true or fully
exhausted in context (Solove 2007: 37). The digital scarlet letter may be used in a way to

? Pride and shame are here treated as social impregnated activities that correspond to a biological arousal
caused by certain evaluated violations in conduct, such as norm violations. Pride and shame is here simplified
in a behaviorist perspective as negative and positive sanctions
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enhance once status, or fame, in other words: to be embraced with pride (cf. Solove 2007:
43).

Self-reflexivity, or self-evaluation, is significant for the practice of shaming. If one is self-
aware the person is also aware of the other person’s feelings. So, when more self-reflexivity
is deployed there is more empathy than if it is not deployed (Vasalou, Joinson & Pitt 2006).
This is related to experienced anonymity, were one don’'t need to consider the
consequences of one’s actions if the person never is going to interact with that person again
(Vasalou, Joinson & Pitt 2006; Qian & Scott 2007: 1442; Gumbrecht 2004). A weblog can be
such a perceived anonymous space.

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) may be seen to hinder the transportation of
emotions. But Derks, Fischer and Bos (2007) states that emotions can be transported in CMC
in more or less to the same extent as in face-to-face interaction. Cues are deployed in a
different way in CMC. Walther (1992) suggest a social information processing theory. In this
theory internet is considered as a narrow social medium and that social cues flow slower
than face-to-face interaction, but differences between the two dissolve over time. Still, many
bloggers don’t share their true feelings and thoughts because they want to avoid negative
consequences and shame (Gumbrecht 2004; Qian & Scott 2007: 1442; Vasalou, Joinson &
Pitt 2006). Derks, Fischer and Bos (2007: 768) conclude that: despite that CMC reduces social
presence are social norms more salient in CMC in comparison to face-to-face interaction.
Reduced awareness of others make it possible to express negative emotions, such as
shaming, toward other persons (Derks, Fischer & Bos 2007: 769; Qian & Scott 2007). This is
also applicable for positive emotions, in other words: reduced social presence and visibility
makes it possible to express emotions. Related to observability and visibility, one is
supposed to act behind a mask and doesn’t need to explicitly think about negative
consequences of behavior.

2.3 Private and public

2.3.1 Visibility

There tends to be agreement not only about the meaning of the behaviors that are
seen but also about the behaviors that ought to be shown (Goffman 1963: 35).

We view our bodies as private space in public, just as we view our blogs (boyd 2006).

Men is constrained by her senses, the perception is bound. Media has made it possible to
expand our senses and our experiences from here and now to there and now (McLuhan
1999). Our perceptual boarders create demarcated regions of what we are able to perceive
and what we think that other can perceive (Goffman 2000: 97). A front region, or a front
stage, is where a main appearance in front of a known public is acted out in accordance with
certain appropriate rules of conduct (Goffman 2000: 97). Backstage is where actions and
utterances that are improper for front stage is acted out and only by behaving in such a
manner any place can become a backstage (Goffman 2000: 101). The region that is neither
within front stage or backstage is the “outside region" (Goffman 2000: 120). Especially
important is then to manage the entrances and exists from the different regions and for the
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“actor” to know the boundaries between the different regions, so that no inconsistent
behavior is shown (Goffman 2000: 103). Inconsistency of behavior is then a threat toward
the actors “face”, or valued positive self-image (Goffman 1970: 11). If backstage behavior is
discovered, as stated before, a feeling of embarrassment is evoked (Goffman 1963: 40). The
backstage must remain closed, so the preferred definition of the situation can be maintained
(Goffman 2000: 126). Boyd (2006) means that a weblog can be seen as a person’s digital face
that show both what the blogger present in a front stage fashion and the leakages from a
backstage. In the era of mediated visibility public and potentially public figures, such as
bloggers, are:

[...] exposed to the risk that their actions and utterances, and the actions and utterances of others, may
be disclosed in ways that conflict with the images they wish to project (Thompson 2005: 42; cf. Goffman
2000: 126).

Thompson (2005: 35: 2001: 155ff; 2000: 36) means that backstage and front stage, or
private and public, can be considered as: invisible and visible. Public is to be understood as
something that are made visible, or observable, and is associated with “publicness”
(Thompson 2000: 36). Private, on the other hand, is the invisible and non-observable and is
associated with privacy (Thompson 2000: 36). The weblog media, dependent on its
communication properties, creates a new de-spatialized visibility that potentially makes
backstage leakages visible for the many. This makes it crucial to use impression management
and to govern and negotiate ones behavior and self-presentation in an appropriate fashion
(Thompson 2005: 36; Goffman 2000). Gumbrecht (2004) means that weblog are to be seen
as a “protective space”, entries are posted with a conception of its social consequences and
potential negative sanctions in future interaction, content is by this filled with ambiguous
language and references. Behavior is, by the asynchronous and anonymous nature of
weblogs, planned and acted out as a preferred self-presentation.

Blog-entries in weblogs, thought of as personal journals, are filtered and aggregated into
stories containing what have happened in between blog postings and is presented for an
audience. The uses of weblog is then more than text snippets, it has continuity and is open-
ended, just like a soap opera (Modleski 1982: 88). Its serial fashion may create an
involvement and identification with the author’s life, and the audience may see themselves
as being a part of it (Modleski 1982: 87). The fear of soap operas audience is of the end; it
may be the same with weblogs that are followed by an audience (Modleski 1982: 89).

Thompson (2005: 38f) means that is common in Western societies to self-disclose, public
figures lay out their life for distant others in an intimate way. At the same time as the media
are used for gaining a presentable self-presentation; the media can be used as a way
denounce and attack and is therefore also associated with risks (Thompson 2005: 39, 41).
The risks of mediated visibility have been elaborated by Solove (2007) who means that the
media in internet can create a viral spiral of denouncing and shaming an individual and mark
that person for life. There is a new notion of privacy, private and public, when collective
action can gather personal information from backstage leakages to front stage and make a
person, who shows inconsistent behavior, to stand in front of a shaming pole (Solove 2007).
This information is avaiable from digital footprints, remains of information and actions
registred on the internet. The transgression of norms is a contextual matter and is always
situated for negotiation and sometimes is even a norm transgression not acknowledged.
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Soloves (2007) outline is in harmony with how a typical scandal emerge: a transgression of
norms has happened, the norm-violator tires to conceal the norm-transgression, which may
have an impact on the reputation of the norm-violator. The non-particpants sees the
violation as significant and some of these non-participants denouce the norm-transgression
in public (Thompson 2000: 13-14; Thompson in Lull & Hinerman 1997: 39ff; cf. Lull &
Hinerman 1997: 11). Solove (2007), doesn’t acknowledge any theories about scandals,
rather he rediscovers these theories. On the good side is that he has found a fruitful
empirical material and context for discussing and doing analysis.

Qian and Scott (2007) conclude, from an online survey, that bloggers that has an offline
target audience tend to self-disclose more than those that has an online target audience.
However, people who are more visually anonymous tends to don’t self-disclose so much,
meanwhile people who don’t give traceable personal information tend to self-disclose more
(Qian & Scott 2007). Certainly there are different uses of the weblog and not everyone uses
it for self-disclosure (cf. Herring, Scheidt, Bonus & Wright 2004). Western societies have a
problem of finding a balance between private and public (Dunkels 2008). High or low self-
disclosure, or visibility and invisibility of action, are seen as appropriate behavior in some
areas in life, but most restricted in other areas (cf. Goffman 2000). The bloggers must relate
themselves and their self-presentation to the dual nature of the weblog: as a medium for
interpersonal communication and mass communication (Bortree 2005).

2.3.2 Observability

Each giver is himself a receiver, and each receiver is a giver. (Goffman 1963: 16)

We understand each other’s mental state by observability and the interference of social
cues. At some point in a social situation people become aware of that they are being
observed and manage their behavior in certain manners (Sacks 1992; cf. Goffman 1963: 16).
So in the end the interactants may know that they are both observed (Sacks 1992; Goffman
1963: 16, cf. 41). A person who stares at somebody else and thinks that no one is observing
him/her may encounter problems when the person is discovered and this leads to face-
saving activities (Goffman 2000: 11ff; Goffman 1963: 87). Observability leads to that a
person who knows that their action may be observable, act as if they are being observed,
despite that nobody may be watching (Thompson 2005: 40).

The activity on weblogs is dependent on observability. Presentation of self and the
production of content are made with a conceptualized audience in mind (boyd 2006). The
producers of content write their self into being and create a representation of them that
becomes observable. Perceptual boundaries make observability restricted; there must be a
cognitive meeting of minds for observability to occur. Chayko (2002: 19ff) means that people
may build social bonds to distant others by mentally become in resonance with the
perspective of the other and this mental meetings create a shared sociomental space. The
anonymity online makes it possible for weblog visitors to be non-participant, invisible, when
in fact the person is participating by having the role as audience and by unidirectional
bonding to the author. The invisibility makes the observer un-observable for other, while this
person can observe the presented selves of those participating.
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2.4 Interaction on weblogs and in public face-to-face encounters

Goffman (1963) writes extensively about the appropriateness and inappropriateness of
behaviors in everyday-life at places where people meet face-to-face in public. His discussion
is based on co-present face-to-face interaction, such as focused and unfocused attention.
Attention to an ongoing social interaction can be primary or secondary, focus on the persons
present are related to the significance of the others activity. Unfocused interaction is when
others not fully acknowledge the other and information is monitored by brief information
pulses (Goffman 1963: 24). Focused interaction is when the interactants are participants in a
turn-taking interaction with a joint attention (Goffman 1963: 24; cf. Scheff 1990: 7). This is
also related to main and side activities, where attention can be focused in different extent
and need to be in balance for appropriate behavior (Goffman 1963: 53). The mediated
environment of a weblog is an arena for interaction and attentions is given within its mainly
textual surroundings. The attention management can be told and evaluated in stories and
acted out in interactions rules. Immediate attention to a blog-entry is not compulsory,
people may choose to respond or read and don’t need to give attention to the blogger,
because of that the persons are not observable, in difference with face-to-face interaction
(cf. Gumbrecht 2004).

Mediated visibility makes it possible to, at a distance, stare and monitor the other. In face-
to-face interaction you need to deploy civil inattention; appropriate behavior is that you
don’t stare at somebody physically close to yourself, but the opportunity exists when the
other are at a distance (Goffman 1963: 83ff). With mediated visibility there is no possibility
for avoidance for the person who gets on-looked, stories and pictures present a self-
presentation that can be examined, therefore is impression-management acted out (cf.
Goffman 1963: 94).

Goffman definition of situation may be fruitful for understanding the weblog. A situation is
when a gathering, two or more individuals in physical co-presence in the same time and
space, meets in a social occasion and monitor each other (Goffman 1963:24). The situation
in the weblog is not spatial; rather a mediated situation with physical representations and
only asynchronous presence is possible. The mediated information and interaction does not
have an endpoint, as the physical face-to-face interaction were the more fleeting verbal
sound and co-presence have a fixed time dimension (cf. Ong in Crowley & Heyer 2006).
Information can be monitored in different time aspects and the situation has peaks: the
information can be seen from time to time, as social occasions and given more or less
attention (Goffman 1963: 18).

There is a notion of participants degree of “fitting in” to a gathering of mediated others:
what is appropriate behavior for the defined situation (Goffman 1963: 11-12). Emerging
gatherings in weblogs may create a sphere of communicative norms specific for the situation
which must be followed. This gathering could then be understood as a social world, or as a
reference-group of significant others, that imply certain norms of conduct (Shibutani 1955).
A social order is then created as a consequence of these norms (Goffman 1963: 8).

An important basis of mutual accessibility resides in the element of informality and solidarity that seems
to obtain between individuals who can recognize each other as being of the same special group,
especially, apparently, if this group be one that is disadvantaged or ritually-profane (Goffman 1963:
131).
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The right to speak, or to give attention, is often restricted in face-to-face interactions,
without turn-takings it physical impossible to manage a cacophony of voices (cf. Goffman
1963: 100). Weblogs are asynchronous and based on text which make turn-taking more
structured, but still based on attention. Moderation of comments, by the owner, in weblogs
attempts to control the audience and the attention comment gets. But the content in
comments are rarely fully controlled (Gumbrecht 2004).

2.5 Summary of the theoretical model

In this theoretical section the general features of norms have been discussed and related to
emotions. The boundaries of private and public have been discussed in relationship to the
transformation of visibility and observability of actions that the media of weblog creates. In
the end of this section has interaction on weblogs been discussed in relationship to public
face-to-face encounters and with a special focus on attention.

The figure bellow makes the social organization and production and reception of content
among different roles in weblogs visible. Three roles are lined out: main-author, sub-authors
and bystanders. Main-author is the blogger, who produce blog-entries and receive
comments. Sub-authors are those who comment on the blog-entries made by the main-
author and are then also a part of the actual production, and in the reception, of the
content. The last role, bystander, is only reading the information and make, in themselves,
no influence in the content of the weblog by their activity, but is still an audience to be
accounted for in production. The theory applies on the published content in weblog by main-
author and sub-authors by focusing on the expression and negotiation of norms and
boundaries of visibility, backstage and front stage, in stories and comments that is based on
events in and outside the weblog. The content also contains interaction between main-
author and sub-authors and bystanders and between sub-authors (cf. Skott in Skott (ed)
2004: 43; Ekman in Skott (ed) 2004: 16).

Figure 1. Theoretical framework to a model for the mediated social organization on weblogs

Front stage

Backstage

Published content i bl
ublished content in weblog / I Sub-authors: participants in interaction

Front stage L
Backstaﬂe

ain-author -+ |
1 |

4 |

Production Reception and production
and reception \

|

|

|- Bystanders: non-participants in interaction
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(cf. Thompson 2000: 64ff; cf. Thompson 2001: 115ff)
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3. Research method

A weblog is a product of blogging and a media which mediates stories of self-expression
(boyd 2006). So the analysis of weblog must consider the weblog as media, as done in the
theoretical examination, and as what stories they mediate related to young parents. For this
is a methodological framework built based on a hermeneutic-phenomenological
understanding of texts and methods for interpreting stories. This approach does not try to
guantify the material, or data, from a representative selection. Rather the attempt is to gain
an understanding of the use of the weblog for negotiation of norms and boundaries among
participants.

3.1 Hermeneutic-phenomenology

Hermeneutic-phenomenology seeks knowledge about structure and essence of experience
of a certain group of people, such as being a young parent (Hartman 2004: 194). It is
phenomenon, for instance a feeling towards something, which is studied from a
hermeneutic standpoint. This approach does not neglect the human as being reflexive,
which makes the phenomenology a representation of a hermeneutic approach. To some
extent is a phenomenon collective, the experience is the same, and this creates a social
world worth interpreting. We understand each other because we share the same symbolical
resources and experiences (Tolson 1999: x; Chayko 2002: 20ff). The purpose of the story is
then to strengthen the understanding of things that we already know, such as norms that
become taken for granted (Tolson 1999: 43).

Through hermeneutics we understand others life-worlds (Harman 2004: 193). A life-world is
understood as the meaning that is connected to one’s life (Hartman 2004: 186). People have
conceptions applied to objects around them which creates meaning that can be
communicated (Hartman 2004: 187). Of interest is then not how the world really is, but how
people make up their own world and interpretations. Hermeneutics is about the way human
create understanding and meaning, sense, purpose or goal, in different contexts (Skott in
Skott (ed) 2004: 9f). The use of a hermeneutic circle, part and whole analysis, justifies the
interpretations made by forming an understanding from a pre-understanding (Hartman
2004: 190f). According to Ricoeur this is then the explanation, how the parts of text relate to
the whole (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 44). The basis of hermeneutics is, according to Ricoeur,
to make the estranged to your own, which is also called appropriation (Skott in Skott (ed)
2004: 66).

When we perceive the world we are doing it through a perspective, or constitutive rules,
which filters the incoming information and don’t make it possible to grasp the world as it is
(Denzin 1989: 14). The epistemological truth is, according to Gadamer, that we are using a
fusion between the perspective of the researcher and the researched subject (Hartman
2004: 189). So there is no absolute truth, or knowledge, the truth lies in a social construction
that can be systematically analyzed.

Hermeneutic-phenomenology as method has three steps: naive reading, structure analysis
and interpreted whole (Ohlén & Frid in Skott (ed) 2004: 56). Naive reading is about the first
impression of the text, the structure analysis is the analytical model, developed bellow, and
the interpreted whole is the text presented in the section of analysis and discussion.
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3.2 Why this method?

3.2.1 Argument for a new online research method

Despite that internet has been studied for over a decade is online research methods rather
unexplored (Hookway 2008: 92). Methods that have been developed are for example:
computer-mediated discourse analysis (Herring 2004) and virtual ethnography (Hine 2000).
These methods don’t account for the storytelling dimension of weblogs as personal diaries.

In a genre analysis of 204 American weblogs 70 percent of the weblogs were conducted as
personal diaries (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus & Wright 2005: 6). People write their own
existence, they are what they write in their stories (boyd 2006). Consequently, analysis of
storytelling is a suitable method for conducting research on weblogs. The story is mediated;
therefore must also social interaction be considered. Some interaction may not be visible for
the researcher, such as offline interaction and other forms of online interaction. The
researcher has an “outside” perspective and has only the visually present textual elements
from the weblog to analyze.

3.2.2 Advantages and disadvantages of collecting material online

By collecting material from weblogs it can be gathered in short time, at a low cost and the
researcher reaches a spatially distant population (Lofberg 2003: 107). The material on the
internet can be seen as “naturalistic” data as the focus of the study is on the activities on the
weblog. The researcher has the role of bystander and is invisible for others on the weblog
and don’t distort content by active participation. However, main-authors and sub-authors
may have a conception of weblogs as “open” for unknown observers where bystanders are
accounted as the conceptualized audience. This makes the researcher an accounted
unknown participant. Self-disclosure on the weblog is dependent on how the audience is
thought of, conceptualized, and what in what purpose of the weblog is used (Qian & Scott
2007).

The personal diary, the weblog, is not developed at the explicit request of the researcher, it
is “unsolicited ‘documents of life’” (Hookway 2008: 95). Textual entries on the weblog don’t
need to be transcribed by the researcher. Dilemmas regarding transcription are then not as
relevant as when symbolical material is gathered through a more abundant symbolical
environment. This is also a disadvantage because data may be misinterpreted, by the lack of
social and perceptual cues. An assumption is that the authors consider this in their
production and makes the text accessible for interpretation. Another disadvantage could be
that the blogger don’t express their “true self”. The authenticity of the material is then at
stake. But the research questions are not about a possible “true self”, it is about the
mediated environment and the negotiation of norms and boundaries on the weblog (cf.
Hookway 2008: 97). On the weblog, and everywhere else, there are always some sort of self-
presentation, impression management and face work among participants. Hookway (2008:
96) means that the bloggers “online mask”, or experienced anonymity, makes their self-
presentation and participation on weblogs more honest and candid (cf. L6fberg 2003: 107).
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3.3 How this method?

3.3.1 Sampling and data collection

The material is made out of Swedish public, accessible and indexed weblogs that are written
by individuals who call themselves “young parents” [unga fordldrar]. The sampling is
aggregated from search-engines for weblogs. The keywords, in Swedish, used for
aggregation of material were: “young parent”, “young mother”, “young father” and similar
variations. The search resulted in 30 weblogs written by either a young mother or a young
father. The weblogs selected were those that after they were skimmed through had stories
containing norms about young parents. While many weblogs contained stories about the
bloggers child they seldom reflect over their own societal role as young parents and those
weblogs were not selected for further study. The material consists of 9 weblogs in total, 5 of
them were read in entirety in a naive reading fashion and highlights and annotations were
made. The other 4 weblogs were read in parts that were relevant for the research questions.
One weblog is not mainly concerned about young parents, but is rather about a relationship
to a young parent. Weblogs written by a young father were extremely rare and only one
weblog in the material were written by a young father. The bloggers differ in age from 14 to
21 years of age and the most activity concerning norms to parenting is discussed in the
weblogs managed by the youngest bloggers. Attention in the analysis will be given to the
most active weblogs with the most material and interaction. All young parents and weblogs
are presented in appendix 1.

3.3.2 Ethical considerations

By sampling material from public accessible weblogs and the sensitiveness when studying
norms makes consideration of ethical dilemmas extra crucial. The decisions to get informed
consent from the main-author of the weblog were not done. By doing this may lead to more
interesting and viable results, still personal integrity must be considered (Lofberg 2003: 112).
The weblog is a common tool to tell stories and possibly the participants knows that the
weblog is being read by unknown other. But, on the other hand, the blogger may then not
know how the unknown other will use the weblog. The material used in this essay for
analysis will not cite the actual web address and name of the bloggers, but will to a great
extend make the participants anonymous. Lofberg (2003: 117) states that the participants
have the right to know that they are observed. The weblog is sometime a highly personal
matter and that is just what this study is using it for. The weblog is published and then
accessible, then is also considered as public and available for an invisible researcher, even
thou private matters is discussed (cf. Hookway 2008: 105; cf. Lofberg 2003: 112). Also the
weblog is an open medium; stories are told to an audience, it’s not enclosed to a private
interaction such as for example: instant messaging.

3.3.3 Weblogs as stories

Entries in weblogs are stories, or expressed a lived experience, that often comes from
everyday-life (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus & Wright 2005). In mediated storytelling, experience,
time, meaning, ethics and identity is grasped and communicated (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004:
9). The story and the life of the persons behind the weblog become packaged in the
production of the weblog to be possibly transmitted to an audience. A basic story can be
defined as having a beginning, middle and an end. Weblog’s has a giant middle and often
written without an end, just as soap operas, but subplots exist (Modleski 1982: 91). Research
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about storytelling is also about these subplots, or stories and its conditions, structure and
content (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 9). By using this method the processes behind peoples
sense-making becomes observable and makes it possible to understand the meaning that is
created and mediated (ibid: 10).

Communication through stories is about sharing experience and to learn from each other
(Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 13). The blogger never tells everything from their life, only some
chosen parts. The chosen parts may have emotional relevance for a person or be a part of
the person’s impression-management (Goffman 2000). When people write stories on
weblogs it’s not always to re-present the event that occurred, but written for an
understanding of the event (Ekman in Skott (ed) 2004: 21). The story is also located in a
socio-historical environment, with certain conventions of behavior about what to say and
not to say. This study is about understanding these norms in this mediated environment of
the weblog (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 41). There are stories that are often told, that is
culturally formed and spread, they form conventions, norms and rules.

3.3.4 Analytical models

People tend to read stories in different ways, with different socio-historical perspectives,
which create polysemic interpretations (Tolson 1999: 9). This is also called appropriation
(Lull 2000: 64ff; Thompson 2001: 200; Lull & Hinerman 1997: 18). The story is directed in
several ways, outwards, towards and audience and inwards, this creates a narrative sphere
(cf. Denzin 1989: 21). This sphere is in part real, part fictional and most certainly reflexively
interpreted and communicated. The focus for this essay is to reveal the patterns that appear
when expressing, negotiating and discussing norms related to young parents and visibility.
Similarities and dissimilarities are then interpreted in relationship to theory. The mediated
story is also written in a way to make a “preferred reading”, a way of constructing the text as
sending out a dominating message (Tolson 1999: 17). It is this manner the story will be read.

Naive reading of the weblogs are important, because the first impression contains
spontaneous interpretations that later can be used (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 87). The plot of
the story is the point that is stated. Ricouer describes this as the understandable whole that
steer the actions and events in the story (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 88). This is related to
theme, that is regarded as abstract and seen as the things that come back into the story
many times in relationship to motifs that are the more minimal units of theme in the story
(Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 88). Identification of meaning bearing elements in the text is
gathered into themes (Ohlen & Frid in Skott (ed) 2004: 57). In the researched story there
need to be search for an understanding or coherence among small pieces of discordance,
conflict and ambiguity (Ekman in Skott (ed) 2004: 18). When discovering these pieces of
conflict about the meaning of young parents and the transformation of boundaries they can
be considered as a negotiation and expression of norms. The stories and interaction contain
polyphony of different “voices”, which are incarnated norms and intentions from different
social positions (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 42). The relationship is dialogical and therefore is
the “voices” negotiated. Weblogs will be read and relevant entries will be collected. These
entries will be coded and then structured into themes. Relevant themes will be gathered and
some of these will form main themes.
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The second model used for analysis is concentrated on the weblog as media for storytelling
and is presented by Skott (in Skott (ed) 2004: 94) as: Orientation of the text is often a time
and place before a complication occurs. A complication is the occurrence of the main event
that must be evaluated. Evaluation is where the narrator interprets the complication and
often discusses what didn’t happened to give the event meaning. Resolution is what will
happen next and coda is where the narrator leaves the reader to now. For the weblog this
can be viewed in two major perspectives: one for the individual blog-entry and sometimes
for a longer period of time with many blog-entries. This model deals with self-expression and
self-reflexivity. By structuring the stories after this model transparency will emerge that
show the underlying expression of norms.

The last model for structuring the analysis is a semantic one. Language uses binary
opposition to create meaning. This can be described in a semantical axis, such as: positive
and negative and private and public. Meaning is connected in different ways to these words
(Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 92). This is connected to the paradigmatic meaning in the text that
symbols, or signs, used in text have been chosen in front of another possible symbols (Tolson
1999: 28). The structure, or combination, of words and symbols is then formed and called
syntagmatic dimension of the text (Tolson 1999: 28). How binary opposition, related to
boundaries and young parents, is used in stories and interaction will be structured by this
analysis.

In the interpretation of text there is a need to oscillate between nearness and distance,
explanation and understanding (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 87). In the coding process and
reflexivity by using theories this oscillation will occur and enhance the process of valid
knowledge. Comments will be seen as part of an extended story and as a reflection upon it
(Hookway 2008: 102).

3.5 Summary of analytical model

This section has been concentrated on the methodology, why a specific research method has
been chosen, problems with the approach and how the method will be used on the content
of weblogs. The analytical models presented will in different ways study the activity on the
weblog. Patterns that emerge from the stories and interaction in weblogs will be given
attention and focused in themes in accordance with the first analytical model. The stories
will be structured after the second model, which will make the expression of norms and
boundaries in text more permeable. Binary oppositions, as presented in the last model, may
be seen as potential conflicts of boundaries in text, discovering these how these are
expressed will make interpretation of norms and boundaries more accessible for the
researcher.
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4. Analysis

The analysis of the weblogs is built around the three research questions that concern the
expression and negotiation of norms and boundaries of private and public and how it’s
discussed by the participating audience. Firstly, norms about young parents on the weblogs
will be analyzed. Secondly, the negotiation of boundaries between private and public in the
weblogs will be focused on. Lastly, more attention will be given to how the commentators
express themselves on the weblogs. All these three parts of this section will be interwoven
and will sometimes overlap.

Themes found in the material are presented in headlines, under which motifs and stories
from the material are summarized and analyzed. The semantical analysis resulted in ten
binary oppositions that will be presented in various parts of the analysis. These binary
oppositions are: private and public, shame and pride, offline and online, immature and
mature, unbound and bound, private and public, shame and pride, invisible and visible,
dominating and deviant and appropriateness and inappropriateness.

4.1 Norms and young parents

4.1.1 Can a young parent take care of a child?

4.1.1.11can’t take care of a child

For Mammasomung the pregnancy came as a huge surprise. The complication was that she
felt like she was on the point of collapse, she wanted to “sink through the earth”; there was
a fear of how the persons close to her would react. The complication got another dimension
when she discovered that there were too late for an abortion. She had to carry the child and
give birth to it. The first evaluation was that she would never manage to take care of this
child. She didn’t want to keep it.

Mammasomung’s mother also collapsed when she told her about the pregnancy and could
not see her daughter as a mother. They decided that the best thing to do was to give her
child away for adoption when it was born. They went to a welfare officer that would support
them during the pregnancy. A new complication occurred when the officer told them how an
adoption would be organized. She re-evaluated the situation:

How would we manage to give away a child?! My child and mother’s grandchild! No, that would not
work.’

This created a resolution to the story. Her mother would support her and from that day on
she felt she could enjoy the kicks in her stomach. The fact that she changed her mind and
actually could take care of a child was dependent on the change of perspective she received
from the welfare officer (cf. Shibutani 1955). This story shows that fear of others reaction
may hinder a pregnancy and that as a young person there is a conception of, or norms
regarding appropriate behavior, that you can’t handle a child. Jag och mitt barn’s parents

* All citations are translations, made by the author, from Swedish with the intention to keep the original use of
language intact as far as possible. Linguistic errors, besides sentence structure, are not translated. Personal
details that not is relevant for the study has been changed.
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were chocked when she told them she was pregnant, but they were more prepared for the
situation because her mother got her first child at the age of 15 and could share her
viewpoint. Raven tells his audience that if he and his girlfriend, MillasMamma, would have
listened to everyone around them, they wouldn’t have kept their child.

Female commentators to the weblogs often reflect over their own age and what they would
do if they became pregnant in a young age. They share the same perspective as
Mammasomung had in the beginning: they say they can’t handle it, even thou many young
blogging mothers seem to manage their parenthood. But some commentators have changed
perspective and point of reference (Shibutani 1955):

| have done abortion two times because | am not tired of myself, | never thought that | could do it... the
first was when | was 15 years old and the second time this winter after my seventeenth birthday... you
have really changed my ways of seeing things... | have been sleepless many, many, many nights and
regretted my choice... yet more now, because you make the “impossible” to be possible! Even thou you
are two years younger than me, you are a bit like a role model for me. THANK YOU! (Comment to
MillasMamma).

4.1.1.2 Responsibility and maturity

Malin means that young couples that become parents, often not have been together for a
long time when the girl gets pregnant. The child, she tells, is often unplanned and the father
leaves the family. The teenager then finds out that they haven’t lived their youth fully and go
out and party. The plot presented is that families should stick together, the child should be
planned and that the parents should take their responsibility and be with their child and
should also be mature enough not to go out and party.

Almost every young blogger that see themselves as young parents gets happy over
supportive comments based on them as a young parent. Malin has another perspective.
Although she calls herself young parent, she don’t feel like one. She also finds it awkward
that commentators find her strong and brave and that she takes her responsibility for her
child despite her young age. It is a matter of course for her.

[...] Isn"t it obvious that you will take full responsibility for your child? Independent age you chose if you
want to keep the child or not and to have a child and not to take full responsibility is idiotic! Same thing
for my boyfriend, of course is he present, he is exactly as much parent as | am (Blog entry on Malin’s
weblog).

| agree! | don’t get “impressed” or what to say. It is obvious that | think your child is cute and that you
seem to have it fine together, but | don’t think: “shit, what a great job she seem to do because she is 17
years old and mother”. | find it obvious that you take responsibility for your child independent your age
;) (Comment to Malin).

MillasMamma repeatedly state, as well as many commentators, that being a mother is not
about age but about maturity. So she must show her mature in her self-presentation and
show no inconsistency in behavior that can threaten her face (Goffman 1970: 11).
MillasMamma is often, by commentators, seen to be mature enough to take care of a child.
Her maturity is questioned by commentators because of the large amount of linguistic
errors. As stated earlier does the blogger write themselves into existence online (boyd
2006). She constructs herself as not to be in control over her presentation as mature when
language connoted with immaturity. This way of questioning maturity is also made among
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commentators, a text with linguistic errors are connected to a low age and immaturity so
they don’t become legitimate participants and their opinion should not be listen to. This is
then part of a discrimination based on perceived age.

412The reconfiguration of Alife stageso

4.1.2.1 The stairway of a happy life
Figure 2. The stairway of a happy life
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An often present story among the commentators, and also among the bloggers, is the
specific order of certain life-stages: first to finish education, then work a while and then to
get a child (se figure above). With these life-stages come experiences, and stability, that is
seen to be needed for parenting. This conception gets questioned by commentators and
blogger that mean that to be a mom has no age and that every person becomes a parent for
a first time and that the experience is the same.

But the saddest thing is that a 15 year old don’t have higher goals in life that to get a child. Don’t you
want to travel, educate yourself and go on hysterical parties? That is things that a girl in your age should
want (Comment to MillasMamma).

With this comment the author has an understanding of a parent as non-travelling, not
educating themselves and not going to parties. The idea formed is that a parent as bound
and limited by the child. This comment receives a response from another commentator:

If 1 became pregnant would | keep it! Travel and such? Live your life? You can do that later, if you get a
child when you are 15 it has moved from home when you are 35, and then you can live your life!

This comment still sees parenting as bounded to the child, a binding which don’t allow other
activities than parenting and even means that the person’s life begins in 20 years from now.
The period until then don’t count as the person’s life, rather it is the child’s life. The general
life-stages are still expressed. Another response to the original comment:

[..] I'was 15 years old when | became pregnant and now | work in a kindergarten, | am engaged and is
soon to buy an apartment. | have educated myself to a child minder and MillasMamma and her
boyfriend [, Raven,] will also succeed with all that.

This person has managed to fulfill the life-stages, but in a reverse order. Still the
commentator presents a new perspective that open up for possibilities to restructure the
life-stages. These life-stages are seen as a strong “voice” as norms expressed from a social
position (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 42).

412271 donEt need to party anymoreo

Malin tells her audience that she don’t party and finds no reason for doing it when having a
child. She is also, as well as Teos mamma, have the conception that children should stay with
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their parents and not too often be child minded. Lilla Tindra och jag mean that she has,
despite her young age, done everything and she means that she is ready for a child.
MillasMamma has not been out to party much in her life and finds it immature to get wasted
by consuming alcohol. In sum, they are defending themselves from the conception that
young parents are bound to their children and will not be able to live a life of late nights and
alcohol consumption that is associated with youth. Instead they are saying that they are not
willing to do it anyway. This is with one exception, Jennifer, who is the oldest person in the
material. She tells the audience that she sometimes goes out to party and that being a young
mother should not stop her from “having fun”. So she found the solution that the other
didn’t find attractive: using a babysitter. Malin means that you don’t take full responsibility if
you use a babysitter and so do Mamma till lilla Tindra.

4.1.2.3. Social welfare

Many young parents live on social welfare (Linde 2003: 94). It is therefore associated with
young parents. To be on social welfare is seen as something highly negative by
commentators and bloggers. The general idea, and norm, is that a young parent should be
economical and socially independent from the parents and social service.

| think that you are a failure if you must go to the social service and ask for money because you get a
child (Commentator on MillasMamma’s weblog).

MillasMamma express her negative view of people on social welfare and that she is not
planning to be dependent on allowance:

And we have money so that we manage. So to you that say that | will become a damn “socbharn” [a
derogatory word for a young person on social welfare], | say “no” | will not. [...] | rather stay home than
to get an apartment from the social service and to live with it for the rest of my life, no way!

Some commentators on Elin’s weblog state that the social service would not allow her, at
her young age, to have a child. She answers them and says that they have misinterpreted the
role of social services and that they accept her as a mother. She don’t want to be associated
with the social services and feels ashamed because of the threat against her face (Goffman
1970: 11). Shame is associated with being dependent that is seen as deviant behavior that
should be sanctioned.

Several commentators have concerns about the bloggers economy. Some mean that money
is everything and that you can’t live on love. Other commentators mean that love, despite
everything else, is the most important. There is a negotiation about used clothes and things
for the child as appropriate or inappropriate among commentators to MillasMamma’s
weblog. Some mean that it is a disgrace, and shame, if the mother and father can’t afford to
buy new clothes and such for the child and other means that it is legitimate.

Social services and bad economy is used to shame the young parents as dependent on the
social safety nets. This is done to make them feel expelled from society because of their
dependency on other. The norm is set to independence and autonomy, or individualism,
despite age.
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4.1.2.4 The extra attention

One day when Mammasomung is at a market place with her child and a friend a
complication occurred: the child becomes hysteric and she is unable to console her and
Mammasomung loses her temper. After the event she evaluates the situation that she, as a
young parent, has a greater social pressure, because of her young age, to be good parent
and not to lose her temper. She fears that others have the conception that young parents
are bad parents and the attention given to her in public places should be handled in
accordance with appropriate behavior for the defined situation, she has to “fit in” (Goffman
1963: 11-12).

Mammasomung sits in the sun and eats ice-cream with her child and a friend. A reporter
appears and asks questions about her “little sister”. The reporter becomes massively
surprised when she is told that the child is Mammasomung’s daughter and that
Mammasomung is 15 years old. The reporter begins to ask numerous questions and want to
do a longer interview.

She asked what my “little sister” was named, she meant Astrid. Then | said no-no that is my daughter!
Then she asked how old | was and when | told her that | will be 16 in May she was about to jump out of
her clothes. (Blog entry on Mammasomung’s weblog).

Mammasomung doesn’t find the situation neither embarrassing nor stressful, her evaluation
of the complication is positive and finds it as a funny event and are looking forward of
becoming a small celebrity by being in the newspaper. She doesn’t focus on the reporter’s
behavior based on her young age. This behavior questions the role of a young parent as
shameful.

Similar stories are common in the weblogs. MillasMamma and the father of her daughter
were at a church to plan the christening of their child. The priest didn’t focus on the planning
of the event, instead she asks questions about how it is to be a young parent. Another event
was when MillasMamma moved into Raven parents house after the pregnancy. She meets
the neighbor who becomes chocked when she tells him that she is a mother. He reflects over
his own situation and would have a hard time seeing his 16 year old daughter as a parent. In
other words his expectations are governed by norms regarding the common age of a mother
and sees the norm as prominent in his life.

Mammasomung describes how people has stared, laughed and pointed at her when she was
pregnant and later on when she walked with a baby carriage. She says that she has held her
head high and felt pride over herself and to her relation to her child, their social bond stayed
intact (Scheff 1990: 15). The others haven’'t deployed civil inattention, but rather tried to
guestion her behavior or status as young mother (Goffman 1963: 83ff). But the shaming of
her behavior and by that making the behavior deviant is defended with counter strategies of
showing pride. The same is the case for weblog for her, but the media don’t allow the body
gestures to show, so she is dependent on cues and expressions in text. When shaming occur
in the comments it is easier for her to show civil inattention. She gives it attention by
answering negative comments in blog entries and by that showing that she do not do
anything wrong.
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4.2 Private and public

4.2.1 Who are you?

Some blogger finds the use of the weblog emancipatory, in the way that they are able to
write to somebody about their life. The image that is projected is not always seen as
corresponding with the image projected outside internet. Commentators to MillasMamma’s
weblog is aware of this and use it as an argument against those who negatively speculate
about the bloggers life. The inconsistency of front stage and backstage is admitted, but not
shown; that would threaten the face of the blogger (Goffman 1970: 11). In other words is
the entrance and exists from the different regions highly controlled (Goffman 2000: 103,
116).

MillasMamma state that nobody on the weblog really knows who she is and that the visitors
only know her as a young blogging parent. She tells her audience that she is a shy person
that don’t want to cause problem and that she often can’t speak up for herself. According to
her, the first time she really said something from her point of view was when she wanted to
keep her child. In other scenarios she fears that she will lose her face and feel embarrassed
(Goffman 1970: 11). On the internet she uses her weblog mainly about matters that can’t be
seen as sensitive and get negative comments (cf. Gumbrecht 2004). Often if she writes about
something that gets negative responses she tries not to do the same mistake again. For
example she has only written about her incomes from the weblog once, it received a lot of
negative response stating that she should be independent and make her own money. After
that she did not write about money again. Her digital person is a public figure and she
seldom publishes her personal thoughts, opinions and feelings that can be seen as too
private. This leads to interpretations among the audience that want more information about
her.

| think that you are so cool! Hold your head high. I think you know best what YOU want with YOUR life. It
would be really great with a little more personal entries — if you want. | see that there are many that
stand on your side! Do your thing, what do blog readers know about you? Not so much, | think.
Happiness to you! (Comment on MillasMamma’s weblog, no italicization in original).

She, as well as other bloggers, state that the audience doesn’t know anything about her non-
presented offline life and that they should stop speculating. MillasMamma deploys a
strategy when she don’t want to self-disclose too much she talks in riddles and gives very
little information about what have happened (Gumbrecht 2004). Gumbrecht (2004) mean
that bloggers suit their blog entries so they don’t experience negative consequences.
Commentators suggest that the weblog is public and accessible and therefore negative
comments are suitable, neglecting the use of weblog as a personal journal:

As far as | know everybody is free to express themselves on the net... if you not manage to handle some
critique you don’t have to blog in public. (Comment on MillasMamma’s weblog).

Some commentators claim that they know her offline and that she shows a discrepancy
between her offline and online self. In this manner they try to make her feel embarrassed by
trying her to lose face (Goffman 1970: 11). MillasMamma defends herself and claim that
they are trying to slander her and that the information given is untrue.
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MillasMamma experience a dilemma of anonymity. On the one hand there are problems
with anonymous commentators that give her negative comments. On the other hand she
says that she wants to be anonymous, in other words she don’t want to self-disclose some
private matters that lies close to her. She is still a public figure and intentionally self-disclose
to and conceptualized audience with matter of her everyday-life. When reflecting over her
use of her weblog she states that she self-disclose more on the weblog than in public spaces
offline. The weblog then works as an “online mask” to make her more loquacious (cf.
Hookway 2008: 96). Raven admit that they deliberately don’t talk about everything in the
weblog. Teos mamma intentionally don’t self-disclose name and locations that can be
connected to her and people around her.

4.2.2 Digital footprints

A weblog that Mammasomung followed for a time appeared to be a fake weblog. The
person behind the weblog had copied pictures on the internet on other people’s children.
She and commentators questions the behavior and find it very awkward and unmoral. Raven
and MillasMamma encountered problems with a fake weblog, somebody took pictures of
their child that they had published on their weblogs and presented it on the weblog as that
person’s own kid. Raven and MillasMamma were upset and the commentator presented
even more upset reactions and found the abuser mentally ill and compared it with
kidnapping ones child. Some commentators also wanted the web address to it, but were
denied and at the same time denying a digital scandal to emerge and limiting the digital
footprints (cf. Thompson 2000; cf. Solove 2007). They are before and after this event warned
by commentators that it is not safe to publish images online and that they may be misused
and that you should be aware of your digital footprints. The transformation of visibility and
the accessibility of the internet have made the former private property of pictures of a child
to potentially public possession that can be misused.

The brake up process between Raven and MillasMamma were in some parts acted out
online through the weblogs, which transformed the private to a public matter on the
weblog. Commentators were worried about their situation and they interpreted the
situation as there was something wrong in their relationship. The bloggers left hints about
what were about to happened, but concealed it until it came to be obvious that they had
broken up. When the brake up was a fact many commentators wanted them to try again.
Commentators were then devastated when they found out that MillasMamma was seeing
somebody else, Calle. His weblog were swarmed with fans to MillasMamma and Raven.
Many negative comments were written on his weblog. Some bloggers called him on the
phone and threatened him so that he would leave MillasMamma. This norm violation,
interpreted by the audience as breaking a functional family, can be seen to have formed a
lynch mob (Solove 2007).

[..] 'am sorry that | have to say this: But how in hell can you live with the fact that you have destroyed
Raven and MillasMamma’s relationship? Or you can tell everything from the beginning (if you want, of
course) because we reader is pretty involved in your life. And according to me it looks like you have
taken your pals chick. PLEASE TELL THE STORY FROM YOUR PERSPECTIVE! (Comment on Calle’s weblog).

Another commentator reflects over what have happened:
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[..] I have nothing to do with this... but | feel a little sorry for you after have read all comments at
MillasMamma’s weblog where people published the address to your weblog and said things like “yees
now we are going to lynch that family breaker muhahaha” x_x (Comment on Calle’s weblog).

The commentator formed a lynch mob by publishing the web address of the norm
transgressor, Calle’s, weblog and tries to shame him by creating negative comments and
even calls him to make him reconsider (cf. Solove 2007). A digital scandal has taken place
when the many aggregate information about this person (Solove 2007: 76ff). Calle says that
he has blocked IP addresses and removed comments and that he will not answer comments
nor do he care that everybody hates him, he feel content with what he has done, a sort of
pride. The typical characteristic of a scandal has occurred: a transgression of norms, private
becomes public and the norm-violator tries to hide the transgression and negative
comments (Thompson 2000: 13-14; Thompson in Lull & Hinerman 1997: 39ff; cf. Lull &
Hinerman 1997: 11). The transgression is seen as significant for the visitors so that they
denounce the behavior in the public, by commenting.

While most of the bloggers publish pictures of themselves it is more common to publish
pictures of their child. MillasMamma never publish her full name and nor does she publish
any recognizable pictures of herself. Her boyfriend, Calle, re-negotiates this boundary and
publishes pictures on MillasMamma. Teos mamma seldom discloses name and location of
people but publish pictures of herself almost nude during the pregnancy and later on
pictures of her child. She also talks about her mother’s illness. So the private are made public
but the connections to the actual persons are limited. They try to find a balance between
private and public (cf. Dunkels 2008). This balance is negotiated where self-disclosure is
possible as long as the link between online and offline is blurred.

4.3 Comments

4.3.1 Supportive commentators

The young parents often get supportive comments. The content of a typical comment on
MillasMamma’s weblog tell her that she is brave, strong and should not care about negative
comments, these form a normative voice (Skott in Skott (ed) 2004: 42).

Bravo! Bravo, because you are so strong and bravo for your blog entry. | am a 30 year old and have just
become a mother. | have followed your weblog for a long time and | agree with you and your family.
Continue your fight and be proud (Comment on MillasMamma’s weblog).

MillasMamma strengthens her self-confidence and the social bond to society and to her
family while appropriating these comments (cf. Scheff 1990). The positive feedback is
created so she may feel pride. MammaMerlie admits that her weblog is used so that she will
get support and that she focuses on the positive comments and is surprised over all the
positive feedback. She thought that she would be expelled from society by being a young
parent online. A general tendency among the blogger is that they say that they neglect
negative comments and appreciate the positive ones and yet they often give negative
comments attention.

The supportive commentators create a gathering that is dominating and makes participants
with deviant perspectives as not “fitting in”. Digital bodies of strangers meet in this
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mediated arena for interaction and similar conceptions and experiences of the world are
expressed (cf. boyd 2006). This gathering is then understood as a social world, a reference-
group that presents certain norms that dominate the weblog (Shibutani 1955).

4.3.2 Admiration

MillasMamma is often seen as a role model by her commentators, she kept her child despite
her young age and the norms related to it. By the commentators she seems to handling the
situation with a child well. They admire her braveness, they feel sad when she are sad and
present similar emotions in comments. Many commentators claim that they have changed
their perspective on young parents to a more positive one after reading her weblog. The
admiration is founded in that she dared to go against the norms about young parents and
that the child were kept and not aborted. The admiration and the way she are handling the
situation creates an atmosphere where the commentators identify and disclose by telling
their own stories about abortion or that they kept the child and how it went after that.

It is almost scary of how | identify with your text... | am also a shy person and never take the first step. |
feel just the way as you do. And when | meet my boyfriend | was, as you, not shy, but | was it towards
others but not towards him... and we have been together in three years. | became pregnant with him
but made abortion after that everyone said that | was too young and so on... | didn’t dare to be strong...
But you could do it and | find it very strong! All happiness to you! (Comment on MillasMamma’s
weblog).

This admiration may create an atmosphere were the blogger has to fulfill the role it has been
assigned. Earlier the weblog was compared with a soap opera which can create an
involvement of being a part of the story (Modleski 1982: 87). On the weblogs the
commentators says that they identify with the blogger and that they care and share their
own stories and advice. They take a part in creating the plot of the weblog and can affect the
creator of the weblog. The admiration and resonance with the life of the blogger creates a
fear of the end of the weblog. Often the fear occurs when shifts in the bloggers life occur, as
when the pregnancy is over. It has also become prevalent when mean comments appear.
This fear is also visible among the audience of soap operas (Modleski 1982: 89).

4.3.3 Deviant perspectives

Oh my, 15 years old and mother, shame for your family, only cost the society money, no income or anything.
Damn idiots that don’t use contraceptive, you are shame. Damn shit! (Comment on Mammasomung’s weblog).

Mammasomung reflects over this negative comment about her situation as young parent
and don’t think that people with negative opinions about young parents should read her
weblog. She gets supports by commentators. She is told that she shouldn’t “listen” to them,
according to commentators she is strong and mature. She is admired and should stand up
for herself and feel pride, the person who commented her should feel shame and that the
person is probably jealous that she has “such a cute daughter”. The same strategies and
responses are acted out in MillasMamma’s weblog. On the other hand there is a fear to
present a deviant perspective from the dominating one that is supportive and the same is
acted out in the other weblogs.

On your weblog you don’t dare to have an opinion in the most simple things, because it is regarded as
an attack on young parents, not at least by your readers. (Comment on MillasMamma’s weblog).
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The weblog as a personal sphere is constantly re-created, supportive comments are
welcome even thou they can be as little based on reality as non-supportive comments. The
weblog is considered as a digital body of the blogger, a representation, non-supportive
comments are then seen as invading the private sphere and the personal body (boyd 2006).

When the comments become too negative the bloggers puts on a protection on the weblog
so that comments can’t be read and new ones can’t be created. This also happens when
comments become too deviant from the dominating perspective, comments then become
deleted and IP addresses blocked. The blogger creates rules for the weblog of how to “fit in”
in this semi-public space (Goffman 1963: 11-12). The monitoring of the blogger, by reading
blog-entries, is still possible, but the negative attention and shaming, by comments, is
hindered by moderation of comments (cf. Goffman 1963: 83ff). The visitors still have the
distance to monitor and stare, but the observability don’t become prevalent as long as they
don’t comment. If they can’t comment observability of the visitors is not possible and the
stories of the blogger become the focus of the weblog. MillasMamma deploy the strategy to
simply ignore negative comments and not to mention them in her blog-entries. By this is no
attention given to the deviant perspective. The blogger, as owner of the weblog, still holds
the ultimate control over the self-presentation.

27



5. Discussion

The mediated visibility of weblogs makes it possible for visitors to directly take part of stories
from young parents and to become a part of their life by visiting and commenting in the
weblog (cf. boyd 2006). The stories presented make it possible to create a new “voice”: it is
possible to become a parent at a young age. Norms of appropriate age for becoming a
parent is questioned with the help of weblogs. A voice that is often expressed in the weblogs
concerns life-stages of youth: before you get a child you should finish your education, work
and travel to get experience from life that can be used having a child. The bloggers often
mean that they have to step on all these life-stages, even though they have children they
don’t see it as a problem. The life-stages get mixed around, but the dominating linearity of
the stages still exists as a conception. The general idea is that the young parents become
bound to their child and can’t live “their life”, the child hinders their steps upwards. This
becomes questioned by commentators that present success stories.

There is a difference between the youngest young parents and the older ones. The older
ones seldom reflect over their own situation as young parent and some don’t even see
themselves as young parents, but may call themselves young parents to attract readers. The
activity and negotiation of norms and boundaries is most present among the younger
bloggers. Norms regarding the young parents get expressed and negotiated by the young
parents themselves and commentators. Appropriateness of getting a child at a young age is
a fundamental norm that gets negotiated. When the inappropriateness of age is raised, the
counter strategy is to comment on maturity as actual determinant for appropriateness of
becoming a young parent. With low age there are seen to be an instability in life, both
economical and socially. Dependency on parents and social services are seen as factors that
make the young parent illegitimate, in a normative sense. Individualism, and to be
autonomous are then premiered by those who hold this perspective. The assumed
economical dependency on social services and parents is used as argument to shame the
young parents, even though the young parents claim they are independent. Other people
guestion dependency as a legitimate factor for negotiating appropriateness of becoming a
parent at all.

On the weblogs is one perspective dominating in entries and activity and that one is to
legitimate the role of being parent in a young age, which is in line with the perspective
presented by the blogging young parent. The weblog is often an intimate matter for both the
blogger and the visitors who follow the weblog. An emotional social bond is connected to
the blogger and its life. Admiration is often shown in comments, which strengthen the
bloggers perspective by the expression of pride. By this is the blogger protected from
perpetrators with deviant perspectives that often try to shame the blogger.

The private and public are negotiated during the sequential creation of the weblog. Bloggers
self-disclose images and personal information about their child, which often is in the focus of
the weblog. Two of the bloggers even experienced that somebody, from their digital
footprints, stole pictures of their child presenting it as that person’s child. The actual
distinction in private and public is directly associated with the link between offline and
online. As long as this last boundary is kept blurred it is possible to self-disclose the private
to a mediated public. Qian and Scott (2007) found that people who don’t give traceable

28



personal information tend to self-disclose more. There seems to be an awareness of the
weblog as a front stage among the bloggers, but the boundaries are negotitated along with
the developments on the weblog.

A digital scandal occurred when a young blogging parent, with many visitors, left her
blogging boyfriend, who also was the father of her child, and started a relationship with
another blogging person. In their weblogs were comments about the norm-transgression,
disruption of a family, gathered. People expressed their aversion towards the norm-
transgression and tried to make him reconsider by giving him negative comments in his
weblog and to call and threatened him on the telephone. The reputation of the blogger was
at stake, but the digital scandal was hindered by the fact that the information stayed inside
the weblog. Effective self-presentation and moderation of comments by the owner made
the situation calm down. Media’s transformation of visibility and observability have made
these situations possible, but the media is not a passive transmitter, it is active and evolving,
and can be manipulated by those in control.

The weblog makes it possible to give attention to behaviors, comments and entries on the
weblog without the acting and on looking person being observed, unless that person expose
its attention by commenting. Not everyone make themselves observable, which is associated
with risks. The dominating perspectives that support the young parent are held by the
majority and along with moderation of comments make deviant perspectives hard to
express. The transformation of visibility and observability is also used to give a specific self-
presentation, which make some parts of self not observable for others on the weblog. The
blog is a self-representation and it is the digital body of the blogger that is associated with
the physical body and should not be violated (boyd 2006). The weblog is a protected
personal space in the public (cf. boyd 2006). So even though the weblog are seen as “open”
for interaction, not every comment is welcome nor are the blog-entries totally disclosing in
its dependency on the perceived expectations and reactions of the audience.

The dominating perspective creates a social world consisted of a reference-group with
certain norms for conduct and utterances and also governs the interaction rules on the
weblog (Shibutani 1955). The weblog contains a social order that not only may be restricted
to the communicative arena of weblogs; it may also have consequences in other parts of life
and in society as internet becomes integrated into everyday-life.
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Appendix 1: Presentation of bloggers

The weblogs used as material for this study varies in activity of posting by blogger,
participants and the amount of visitors and in age of the blogger. A brief presentation will
follow, based on available material, of the weblog and bloggers situation as young parents.

MillasMamma

This weblog have a high traffic rate with about 3000 unique visitors a day.4 The blogger is
female and was 15 years old when she gave birth to her daughter Milla and sees herself as a
young parent. Now she is 16 years old and her daughter is one year old. The blogger often
writes in the weblog, it’'s common with at least one entry a day. She has blogged in almost
two years and her weblog began with stories about her pregnancy and it currently concerns
her daughter and everyday-life activities. Many commentators say they have followed her
weblog for a long time and she is extensively backed up and supported by her participating
audience.

Raven

This weblog has also a high traffic rate, but not as much visitors as MillasMamma. The
blogger is male and is the father to Milla. For a half a year ago MillasMamma and Raven
separated. They live together in Raven’s parents house and continue to do so despite that
they have separated. He was 19 years old when he became a father. He is not as frequent
poster as MillasMamma but at least some posts a week is made. MillasMamma and Raven
share some visitors who follow both weblogs. His current weblog has been active for a little
more than a year and it seems like he had another weblog before. As MillasMamma he is
supported by a huge amount of commentators.

Calle

The blogger is the new boyfriend to MillasMamma and his role in this study will mainly be his
relationship to Raven, MillasMamma and their child. He is 20 years old and has no children
and writes extensively about MillasMamma and their relationship. His weblog is a half year
old and was created almost at the same time as he got together with MillasMamma. He
seldom writes and commentators are mainly concerned about MillasMamma, Raven and
their child Milla.

Teos mamma

This blogger was approximately 18 years old when she got her child, who now is 2 years old.
She temporary lives with her mother but has recently lived with her boyfriend, the father of
the child, in an apartment. She rarely reflects over her role as a young mother, she more
often talks about other everyday happenings. There are seldom comments to her blog
entries. The commentators mainly seem to be offline friends to her.

Malin

She is now 17 years old and got her child when she was 16, which now is 1.5 years ago. She
lives together with the father of the child. Her site traffic is about 100 unique visitors a day.
Her weblog is a little less than one year old and she writes about her child, her school and

* The number of unique visitors comes from different blog lists that the bloggers are registered to. No
references will be given to this statistic due to issue of anonymity. Some weblogs in the study have no explicit
presentation of their site statistics.
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her weight. There are often comments on her blog-entries from people that don’t seem to
know her offline.

Elin

She is pregnant, 14 years old and is expected to have her child in a near future. She don’t
want to talk about the father of her child. She often receives comments on her blog entries
and has approximately 300 visitors a day.

Jennifer

This blogger is 21 years old and has a daughter in the age of 1.5 year. She mostly writes
about herself, shopping, and the relationship to her boyfriend who is the father of the child.
The weblog has about 30 unique visitors a day. She writes everyday and comments are
sporadically given to her and not to every entry.

Jag och mitt barn

She is 15 years old and single parent with a half year old child. She writes about her child and
its development. The weblog has existed for a half a year. She writes a couple of times a
week and gets a few comments to almost every entry.

Mammasomung

The owner of this weblog was 14 years old when she got her daughter, Astrid. The mother is
now a 15 years old single parent and her daughter is almost 1 year old. She mostly writes
about her daughter. She is currently living at her mother’s and stepdad’s home. The weblog
has been active for a half year. She often receives comments to her blog entries.
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