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Abstract:
Accounting fraud is a substantial problem in the business sector that affects the economy
and the community as a whole. There has been extensive research on the topics surrounding this
issue; but not much research on the relationship between ethics education and how it may affect
the reduction of accounting fraud. There is a high level of support for ethical education from
the scholarly community; however, it is important to include the thoughts of current students in
business programs to find out their attitudes toward ethics education. This research is designed
to stimulate discussion and action on the subject of ethics education in relation to accounting
fraud. It includes the importance of ethics education in a student’s academic career. A survey
was distributed to find out the opinions of college business majors and their attitude toward
accounting fraud and ethical education. Our findings suggest ethics education does have a
positive effect on the reduction of accounting fraud.
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business programs to find out their attitudes toward ethics education. This research is designed
to stimulate discussion and action on the subject of ethics education in relation to accounting
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Introduction:
Accounting fraud has become a serious problem in recent times. This problem probably
encourages the public to view accountants suspiciously. As future accountants, we feel it is
important to eliminate accounting fraud and regain the respect and trust of the public. Our paper
examines ethical issues to determine the best method to achieve this goal. The core of being an
accountant begins when one is a student. It is then that the student is taught the inner workings
of the field. Ethics education has become an important part of the college curriculum and is
moving into the business sector as continuing education. Ethical codes established by businesses
and the enforcement of the codes are also important.
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Literature Review:
Research has proven that ethical teaching can lead to more ethical behavior. In a study
by Nguyen, Basuray, Smith, Kopka and McCulloh in 2008, by measuring the students’ reaction
to situations in an auto and retail scenario, researchers found that students did not have
measurable positive effects in relativism or moral equity but did have positive effects when it
came to ethical intent. The authors of this study state that they cannot be sure that every student
truly understood the ethical occurrences in each scenario and therefore may not have been able to
make a decision based on true information. This is of course a hurdle for anyone trying to
measure ethical intelligence and reactions (Nguyen, Basuray, Smith, Kopka, and McCulloh
2008).
The effect of ethics on the accounting field is the focus of research by Edward Monsour
(2007). He believes that when teaching ethics to accountants they should be taught through
example, not just through lecture. By placing accountants in everyday ethical dilemmas, they
will be more prepared. Monsour developed a three step process to teach students; they must
remember who is being affected by their decisions, what the alternatives are and that there must
be true justification for their decisions. This three step process is a simple but effective method
to make ethical decisions (Monsour, 2007).
Lory Laughter’s (2008) opinion on ethics in today’s world and ethics education addresses
students who intentionally cheat and do not seem to care about their unethical behavior. She
discusses the multiplier effect of offenses; someone might believe that the act being committed
will hurt no one because it is a very small act. However, Laughter believes the unethical act will
be committed on a larger scale and have an effect on the company. Ms. Laughter concludes the
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community should work harder to instill proper ethical attitudes into students before they enter
the professional world (Laugher, 2008).
More education in ethics can and will improve decisions of accountants and other
professions, states Malone (2006). Absent the development of knowledge of ethical reasoning,
accountants will continue to participate in accounting fraud. Accountants, from the bottom of
the pyramid to the top are constantly faced with ethical issues because of the responsibility of
public trust placed on them. Malone directly links the importance of ethical reasoning to
accountants and the fraud that could occur (Malone, 2006).
Stevens (2008) discusses codes of ethics and whether or not they have a measurable
effect on a company’s ethical rationality. Her study has found that some codes are effective and
some are not. The most effective codes seem to be present in organizations where the culture of
the organization is truly built around the code and not where the code is just gratuitous. It was
also found that it is important to incorporate the code into the culture of the organization and not
just make it another rule to follow. Managers and supervisors must work hard to set a good
example because those beneath them will follow that example. Stevens was also able to
conclude that people with high ethical values usually come from colleges that have strong ethical
codes (Stevens, 2008).
The reaction of the public to new cases of accounting fraud is an interesting and relevant
subject. Cacioppe, Forster, and Fox (2008) have concluded that the public and the media have
become more interested and aware of recent accounting fraud. It may be because the media has
been inflating the fraud that has occurred or it may indeed be that more fraud is occurring now;
and it is time to put an end to it. This proves that there is an even stronger reason to try and
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prevent fraud from occurring because the public eye is always watching (Cacioppe, Forster, Fox,
2008).
The PET assessment instrument is the personal ethical threshold of an individual. This
assessment, by Comer and Vega (2008), describes how a person will react in a situation that
challenges their ethical beliefs. Everyone has been in situations in which they know the right
thing to do, but they cannot seem to do it. It is important to understand why this happens to
people so that companies, when trying to maintain high ethical standards, can avoid the risk of
this happening to their employees (Comer and Vega 2008).
“Groupthink” is a real ethical problem. It is essential to evaluate “groupthink” when
trying to eliminate fraud. Fraud can be committed one individual, but that individual can lead
the group to wrong doing by “groupthink”. Scharff (2005) explains that fraud spreads because no
individual wants to stand up against it. It leads back to Stevens’ studies on why upper level
employees need to set a good example in the ethics field. When they set a bad example, people
will follow and fraud will spread throughout the organization. An interesting statement by the
CEO of WorldCom Inc., Bernard Ebbers, expressed the idea that establishing an ethical Code of
Conduct is not worth anyone’s time (Scharff, 2005). Why act unethically? The motivation
behind committing unethical and unlawful acts is difficult to investigate and define. The
pressures of a business can make these executives do abnormal acts to enhance their company, or
in some cases, their personal wealth (Scharff, 2005).
The ethical responsibility of a CPA is discussed in the article by Emerson, Conroy, and
Stanley. (2007). When a person becomes a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) they are required
to not only follow the laws written by the government but also to uphold a higher standard for
professionalism in their work. Accounting is not as cut and dry as most people think. There are
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hundreds of loopholes and wrongful acts that can be buried easily within the books. It may be
important to close some of those loopholes; that way the term “accountant” can be upheld in
good faith. To reduce fraud, it is important not only to instill ethical behavior in people, but also
to destroy as much temptation as possible (Emerson, Conroy, and Stanley 2007).
Emerson, Conroy and Stanley’s study ties into that of Graham’s (1939) which states that
students tend to be unaware of the importance of presenting all of the information used when
completing an assignment. It may be difficult for the reviewer to determine whether or not all of
the information has been reported in a legal and ethical way. This behavior can translate into the
professional world and into the accountants’ work. Graham discusses that it is important rules
and laws are laid out in a way that accountants can follow them. It is very easy for accountants
to slip around the rules, but it is important that they follow them and act truly ethically and not
try and be sneaky about the situation (Graham, 1939).
Sankaran and Bui’s (2003) study explains that people’s personality factors influence their
ethical behavior. There are several scientific studies that have examined what may cause a
person to go against their own morals. A person’s personality, gender, and school have been
proven to have an influence on their decisions in their life and career. This study concludes that
these factors, along with the behavioral patterns of a person, can help prevent other unethical acts
from occurring (Sankaran and Bui, 2003).
Loeb and Bedingfield’s (1972) research explains professional code of ethics that have
been utilized in the accounting sector. It shows how some states are making sure that CPA
candidates understand the importance of ethics and include a section on the test to ensure this.
They discuss the responsibility colleges and universities have in making sure accounting students
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are fully prepared on the subject of ethics and to make sure proper accounting and ethics courses
are taught to the students (Loeb and Bedingfield, 1972).
When developing a corporate culture, it is important to lay the ethical ground work.
According to Larue Tone Homer (1994) ethics is the backbone of corporations and should be a
central idea that all employees understand and abide by. She has found that little emphasis on the
subject of ethics may be the reason why companies fail and lose the respect of the society,
especially in the accounting field. Homer explains that teachings at business schools lead to an
improvement in employees practicing ethical behavior (Homer, 1994).
Ethics education taught in graduate schools is the subject of an article by April HejkaEkins (1988). She looks at graduate programs and ethics education. Her survey on ethics
emphasizes three specific areas: the ethical principles students are exposed to, the approach to
ethical decisions in management, and the objectives the schools have toward ethics education. It
showed that professors teach ethics using both the democratic and bureaucratic methods.
However, studies show that the democratic way is emphasized more. This article could open up
more doors into the most effective ways to teach ethics (Hejka-Ekins, 1988).
Teaching ethics to students is not the easiest task. Lee and Paddock (1992) looked at the
teaching of ethics in school and why it is so difficult to teach this subject. They looked at how
ethics has been taught in the past, whether it should be taught, and the instruments that are used
to teach it. These teachings will help the students practice ethical behavior and provide them
with an ethical background for future issues (Lee and Paddock 1992).
It is important to look at the specific properties of ethics. According to Andrew Abbott
(1983) the five basic properties of professional ethics codes are: correlation with professional
status, emphasis on colleague obligations, universal distribution, enforcement dependent on
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visibility, and individualism. He looks at these codes through a monopolist and functionalist
standpoint. This is important to our subject because this breaks down the functions and elements
of ethics and how ethics can be better taught to ensure understanding of ethical behavior in the
professional world (Abbott, 1983).
It is important to discuss instances of accounting fraud to prove the importance of this
research. ZZZZ Best and Regina are two companies that are well known for their accounting
fraud issues in the early 1990s. ZZZZ Best was a carpet cleaning company run by a young
entrepreneur that was determined to survive no matter what it took. Regina was a vacuum
cleaner company that reorganized their books in an illegal way in order to change their
manufacturing system. James Stice et. al. (1991) explains the signs that should have tipped off
the auditors that something illegal was going on. The article discusses the expensive and well
framed schemes that President of ZZZZ Best, Barry Minkow, pulled off and allowed his
company to grow rapidly, on paper. Regina grew at a similar rate which should have tipped off
their auditors. The fraudulent schemes perpetrated in these companies were carried out by many
people, but most likely started with the idea of one person. It is important to evaluate historical
thought processes and schemes that were used in the past, when trying to deter accounting fraud
in the future (Stice, 1991).
Becker, Rundall and Ulstad (2009) discuss the “Ethics of Care Theory” which explains
that situational variables can have an effect on ethical decision making. In situations in which
people would originally believe that the act is unethical, their opinions change when they think
about the effects of the act on other people. If they believe that they can help another person
they will more than likely follow through with the act, even if they truly believe it is unethical.
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These are the situations that make ethical teaching tricky, and emphasize the necessity of
assisting people in making the best ethical decision (Becker, Rundall, Ulstad, 2009).
Although all of these academic and professional sources address the question at hand in
some way, they do not directly answer the question. The importance of ethics has been
addressed from many perspectives, ranging from a student level to the level of a Certified Public
Accountant. It seems that making sure that these codes are incorporated into the professional
community is the only effective way. The goal of this research is to determine if ethical
education will truly decrease accounting fraud.
Hypothesis:
We believe that a strong foundation of ethics that begins in the accountant’s schooling
will decrease the amount of accounting fraud that will occur in the future. An accountant’s core
teaching when they are learning the tools of accountancy would be an ideal time to learn that
ethical decision making is essential in the professional world.
Methodology:
We first developed a survey to test the opinions of a small population regarding ethics
education and accounting fraud. We felt that using surveys would be a quick, convenient, and
accurate approach to uncover opinions on the subject. In our survey, we captured the
demographics of the people who participated in the survey. The relevant demographic
information included: gender, age, scholastic standing, and major. These questions can help us
see if there are correlations based upon demographics of the one hundred respondents.
Multiple types of questions were used throughout the survey. To keep the survey from
seeming dull, we asked the questions in a variety of formats. We asked yes or no questions, and
questions with Likert scale answers from strongly agree to strongly disagree. There were also
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multiple choice questions to allow the respondent a variety of answers. Some questions had a
comment section which allowed the respondent to express their opinion in their own words.
To sort out the more knowledgeable respondents we asked if they believed that
accounting fraud is an ethical issue. We also wanted to establish whether or not the respondent
has respect for the honor code. To accomplish this, we asked if they knew anyone that had
violated the honor code and if they had done so themselves. These questions will help us
understand what the person actually believes is a truly ethical issue. The next set of statements
asked the participant to select whether they agree with the statement or not. We also wanted to
know if the participant thinks that accounting fraud is a problem that needs harsh consequences,
or if the current punishments are adequate or if harsher punishments would decrease the amount
of fraud. These statements were created to determine if the participant believes that accounting
fraud is a serious crime.
Another statement states that classes at CNU prepare the student for future ethical issues.
This statement was created to determine whether or not the student believed that classes that are
already being taught were going to have an effect on their future. An important aspect of ethical
education is determining which classes should be offered so we wanted to know if CNU should
offer more ethical education classes and if the participant would be interested in taking a class
solely about ethics. These required responses on a Likert scale.
We created a series of statements, with the same selections for answers, that allow us to
find out more information about how students believe accounting fraud and ethics affect
companies. These statements included “accounting fraud is a substantial problem in companies”
and “accounting is less ethical than other professions”. An important part of companies’ ethical
structures is their ethical code of conduct. We wanted to find out if the participant believed if
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people take the Honor Code seriously in ethical dilemmas and if the Honor Code is an important
part of the CNU community.
The multiple choice question was originally designed to find out the respondents
perception of accounting fraud. This was designed as a free response question but we decided to
make it multiple choice to ensure that are results were measurable. The choices available to the
respondent state that accounting fraud causes problems and needs to be prevented, that it does
not cause problems, that it only occurs in large businesses, that it occurs in small businesses and
that it occurs in both large and small businesses.
We feel that these questions are relevant to our topic and will give us critical input for our
research. The answers to our survey will help us determine the perspective our peers have when
looking at the issue of ethics and accounting fraud. We can now better understand why students
act the way they do in situations and we can infer what will happen in the future when these
students come across ethical dilemmas.
Findings:
We collected a wide range of results on our topic of ethical education and its effect on
accounting fraud. We had one hundred respondents and had a fairly equal ratio between male
and female with the slight majority being females. There was little difference between the
opinions of males and females. Juniors and Seniors of Christopher Newport University
represented the majority of people that completed our survey [Appendix 1]. Twenty six percent
of the surveyed group was accounting majors which happened to be the largest major
represented. This is favorable because accounting majors should know more than others about
the effects of accounting fraud.
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We wanted to evaluate the ethics within the Christopher Newport University community.
Most people believed that the classes at Christopher Newport University do prepare one for
future ethical issues, but they would like other ethics classes to be offered. They also believe, as
a majority, that the CNU population takes the Honor Code seriously and that ethics and the
Honor Code is an important aspect of CNU [Appendix 2]. On a more personal level, the survey
population reported that seventy one percent know someone who has committed an Honor Code
violation at CNU and twenty six percent have knowingly violated the Honor Code themselves.
These questions do not prove much towards the hypothesis except that the ethicality of the
Christopher Newport University community may not be as strong as many would hope. Whether
or not people who had committed a violation answered this question truthfully or not, at least
twenty six percent admitted to knowingly violating the Honor Code. The goal of the Honor
Code and the ethical education within the school would be to lower this number with a goal of
zero percent.
When it comes to accounting fraud, the represented CNU population who responded to
our survey does not seem too concerned about accounting fraud. The majority strongly agreed
that accounting fraud issues should be answered with harsh consequences which would, in turn,
decrease the amount of fraud. However, many believed that the current punishments are
adequate. A surprising finding was that no majority seems to believe that accounting is less
ethical than other professions. The groups were divided into gender and whether they were
accounting majors, business majors or non-business majors. The results showed that female
accounting majors presented the highest percentage believing that accounting is less ethical than
other professions however the percentage was minimal. Also, the majority of both genders agree
that harsher punishments would decrease the amount of fraud.
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Analysis:
There were not many surprises with the results of the survey. It seemed to prove that
people know what accounting fraud is and that most believe there is a correlation between ethical
education and the prevention of accounting fraud. However, not many had a strong opinion
towards the prevention of accounting fraud or for enhancing ethical education.
We have discovered that although many believe ethics education is important it is not
essential in preventing accounting fraud. According to one responder “…Going to school in an
environment where the majority of the students abide by [ethics] works a lot better because
ethical failings typically occur when there is already an established norm that makes it OK”.
This quote provides support for the concept of groupthink. It is important for the University
community to adhere to ethical rules just as a company would to promote ethical practices. Once
unethical attitudes get interlaced into the community the morale drops and situations such as
fraud have a better chance of occurring.
Other respondents explained that “Ethics and integrity come largely from what's learned
from family and friends…schools have an impact, but it's minimal.” As a person grows up they
learn many things from their parents and their childhood mentors. It is more likely that if these
role models act ethically, then the child will learn to do so as well and do so in their future.
Sometimes ethical education can be used to reinforce this but it needs to be looked at it from a
different angle. One respondent stated that “…going to school in an environment where the
majority of the students abide by it works a lot better because ethical failings typically occur
when there is already an established norm…”. Ethical education does not need to be solely a
classroom affair, it can also be taught through the actions of the community.
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Our question has not been answered in full, but this research has pushed the idea in the
direction of our hypothesis. Ethical education is seen as important to many, but it does not
necessarily motivate people to be ethical in the future. The community’s ethical decisions and
impressions on its students and residents will help to promote ethical decision making. No one
seems to believe ethical education is pointless, but not too many seem to be positive about its
effects. An important aspect of the research analysis should emphasize the people who were
surveyed. The respondents are students between the ages of nineteen and twenty-one and most
have not entered into the workforce and experienced the atmosphere of the business world. They
are most likely basing their opinions off of the ethical decision making that they see at school.
The results may change with a wider variety of responses from different age groups.
Nonetheless, our hypothesis has been reasonably supported.
Implications:
There are many ways this research could be improved or extended. The test population
needs to be increased above one hundred respondents. However, we were restricted by our
resources and our survey website would not allow more than one hundred respondents. Due to
the limit, some of the respondents did not answer every question on the survey, but because they
started it they took one of the available spots. Therefore, we did not have a true one hundred
respondents because some of them only partially completed the survey. This only happened in a
very small percentage of the tested population and it did not have an effect on the final results
due to the majorities being represented by a large percentage over other choices.
In the future it would be important to test more of the other majors outside of the business
school to see what people outside of the business world think about the situation. It would also
be a good idea to get responses from the business community. Based on our research, we would
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recommend that ethics education increase in schools, homes and in any place where an impact
may be made. Specific topics that are important to teach are groupthink, the consequences of an
honor code violation, and the ethical responsibilities of accountants.
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Appendix 1
Age Range

Gender
16-18
19-21
22-25
26-30
31-35

Male

36-40

Female

41-45
46-50
51-60
61 and up

Class Standing

Major

Accounting

Freshman

Finance

Sophmore

Economics

Junior

Management

Senior

Marketing

Other

Other
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Appendix 2
*Percentages represent the number of people that provided that answer for that specific question.
Strongly Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Classes at CNU prepare you for future ethical issues.

18.9% (17)

70.0% (63)

11.1% (10)

0.0% (0)

Accounting fraud is a problem that needs harsh consequences.

58.9% (53)

38.9% (35)

2.2% (2)

0.0% (0)

CNU should offer more ethical education classes.

20.0% (18)

51.1% (46)

27.8% (25)

1.1% (1)

Accounting fraud is a substantial problem in companies.

24.4% (22)

64.4% (58)

11.1% (10)

0.0% (0)

Accounting is less ethical than other professions.

0.0% (0)

15.6% (14)

72.2% (65)

12.2% (11)

Punishments for accounting fraud are adequate.

3.3% (3)

48.9% (44)

44.4% (40)

3.3% (3)

Harsher punishments would decrease the amount of fraud.

15.6% (14)

57.8% (52)

23.3% (21)

3.3% (3)

I would take a course at CNU that is solely about ethics.

13.3% (12)

48.9% (44)

31.1% (28)

6.7% (6)

People take the Honor Code seriously in ethical dilemmas.

3.3% (3)

46.7% (42)

43.3% (39)

6.7% (6)

The Honor Code is an important part of the CNU community.

27.8% (25)

61.1% (55)

7.8% (7)

3.3% (3)

Companies have and follow a code of ethics.

8.9% (8)

73.3% (66)

17.8% (16)

0.0% (0)
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Stars Hollow:
Small Town Media Representations in Gilmore Girls
Abstract
Media has become increasingly influential in American society. Television shows in particular
have created a way of life that many people look to as a model for their own lives. The setting of
a television show plays a large role in this perception. Therefore, this study examines how small
town representations in Gilmore Girls, a popular teen television show, contribute to the
formation of individual and community identity. Teen television is important because of how it
shapes the way the youth of America view the world. Gilmore Girls is a teen show that appeals
to both youth and adults and is set in the small town of Stars Hollow. Small towns have their
own set of unique characteristics, which have an enormous affect on those living there. Gilmore
Girls creates a world where neighbors and residents form a warm, loving, and quirky
community. This portrayal of an idyllic America is the common perception of small town life.
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Stars Hollow:
Small Town Media Representations in Gilmore Girls
“Everyone knows each other; everybody is in everybody else’s business; and you
have the quirky characters that, for some reason, happen in small towns” –Keiko
Agena (Sherman-Palladino & Efros, 2004)
On a vacation with her husband, Amy Sherman-Palladino passed through the small town
of Washington Depot, Connecticut. What she discovered there was a tiny, beautiful place with a
warm atmosphere and full of friendly people. This small town was a close-knit community
where, “you go into a coffee shop and everybody knows each other. They’re going behind the
counter and they’re pouring themselves coffee,” said Sherman-Palladino (Sherman-Palladino &
Efros, 2004). Washington Depot soon became the inspiration for the setting of a teen dramedy.
On October 5, 2000, the WB network aired the pilot episode of Gilmore Girls, a quick-paced,
family friendly story of a mother and daughter. Though the show airs on the WB network, made
up primarily of teen shows, the audience ranges from 14- to 35-year-olds. In creating the show,
Palladino comments that it, “…was not necessarily a teen show” (Sherman-Palladino & Efros,
2004).
Lorelai and her daughter Rory live in the fictional, small Connecticut town of Stars
Hollow—population: 9973. The center of the town has a large gazebo, which is surrounded by
the prominent businesses, most of them owned by the residents. The story revolves around
single-mother Lorelai Gilmore raising the daughter she had at age 16 with the help of the
community. The town becomes like a family to Lorelai and Rory while they are estranged from
Lorelai’s parents, Richard and Emily Gilmore. Gilmore Girls was the first show produced
through the Family Friendly Programming Forum. The organization promotes family oriented
programs to discourage any inappropriate subject matter (Gay, 2001). Common reviews of the
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show praise plotlines that are less scandalous than other teen television programming. The show
creates an idyllic small town community, complete with family-friendly plots and relationships.
This study will examine how the narrative of Gilmore Girls shapes ideological
representations of small towns. It is important to recognize the media’s representation of small
towns in order to understand how these representations form common views of real
communities. Communication scholars are interested in how communities interact because
setting and atmosphere play large roles in creating individual identities. The community of Stars
Hollow may provide insight on the influence one’s community has on shaping relationships and
interactions with others. Even though this is a fictional town, there are common themes that
emerge supporting the notion that the American public has accepted small towns as the ideal
living situation. Positive representations of small towns, such as the one in Gilmore Girls, can
influence audiences’ desires to live in such a place.
Scholars argue that the media has a large influence on audiences and the way that they
perceive the world (Chesebro, 2003; Foss, 2008; Frandsen, 2007; Gorham, 1999; Gross, 2001;
Morgan & Leggett, 1999; Neuman, 1982; Taylor & Upchurch, 1996). Society affects
individuals’ identities and constructs their social values, along with guiding them to finding “a
place in that society” (Taylor & Upchurch, p. 75). This study is important to the field of
communication because television plays a prominent role in society. The purpose of this essay is
to discover the way that small town life is represented in media. Through the study of the entire
series, I hope to answer:
RQ1: How does the WB show Gilmore Girls narratively construct a
representation of what it means to live in a small town?
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By the end of the essay I hope to make connections to other small town representations,
other shows that are categorized within the teen genre, and conclusions about larger issues
outside of the series. To do this, I will be performing a narrative criticism to reveal elements of
the show that display unique and stereotypical small town characteristics.
Literature Review
This study is the result of research that encompasses different areas within the
communications field. Television has been an influential medium in American culture since its
creation. Throughout the last few decades, television programs have been categorized and
separated into different genres, many depending on the demographic audience that the programs
attract. The teen, or young adult, genre is an example of this. Teen television, with its unique
characteristics and continuous evolution, is a genre that the first part of my research will be
discussing. The second part examines analyses of the American culture’s belief of what small
town living consists of, including people, environment, and appeal. Small towns in American
have become more appealing because of their positive stereotypical images. There are some that
believe this may just be a façade. The third section of research explores how television
incorporates and represents small-town life through fictional television programs. These
television shows range from adult melodramas, to cartoons, to teen television comedies.
Teen Television as a Genre
Television genres have been growing as more programs are being created. There are the
common genres such as comedy, drama and horror, and then there are the relatively new and
popular genres such as reality television. Shim and Paul (2007) defined television genres as “a
systematic categorization of various television programs, based on the formulas and
characteristics that a group of programs share” (p. 290). For example, all horror programs have
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villains that are meant to frighten the audience. Teen television programs have a common set of
characteristics that are meant to appeal to young adults. Most scholars agree that teenage
television programs directly or indirectly deal with real societal issues that are facing today’s
youth (Douglas 2008; Fisherkeller, 2000; Forman 2004; Rockler 1999; Simonetti, 1994).
According to Davis and Dickinson (2004), teen television, which is meant to express teen
identity, takes a larger view to incorporate the interaction of teens in an adult world. By doing
this, teen television is able to align itself with cultural values crediting “individual agency, selfmastery and self expression” (Davis & Dickinson, 2004, p. 54).
In her essay comparing Beverly Hills 90210 and Degrassi Junior High, Simonetti (1994)
states that both shows deal with “identical teenage concerns… [that] confront not only such
common issues as peer pressure, friendships, and sexual relations, but also a litany of other social
issues” (p. 38). The purpose of shows such as these is to both entertain and enlighten (Simonetti,
1994). The teen genre has a range of many different types of programs, but the most popular are
the more realistic narratives. For instance, teenagers report that the characters on the cable
television show Hey Dude are too far-fetched and unbelievable (Fisherkeller, 2000). While the
show can be entertaining, it does not address teenage issues like those typical of teen dramas
because the characters “do the most unbelievable things” (Fisherkeller, 2000, p. 596). In addition
to entertainment, audiences of teen shows also watch television to learn about social issues—
ones that are commonly addressed by teen television (Fisherkeller 2000). As a general rule of
thumb, teen programs follow a specific narrative, complete with stock characters and common
issues faced by young adults. In Fisherkeller’s (2000) study on teens’ perceptions of television,
one interviewee reports that The Wonder Years faces issues that can appear on other shows
within the genre.
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There has been considerable agreement about the evolution of the teen television genre
throughout the last several years (Douglas, 2008; Forman, 2004; Kaveney, 2006). In the book
Teen Dreams, Kaveney (2006) argues that the teen genre has become a category of programs that
represent experiences completely different than what actually occurs during adolescence. In a
teen television high school, the characters experience “an entire sequence of ritual years which
has little or nothing to do with the lives of anyone outside the United States of America” (p. 2).
Though there are a specific set of genre rules, Kaveney (2006) believes that the genre began in
the 1980s with a series of films by John Hughes, specifically The Breakfast Club. Through these
films, teenagers were standardized and viewed “as a social problem to be understood and solved,
rather than the teen years as a transitory phenomenon to be enjoyed and celebrated” (p. 4).
The beginning of this loosely categorized genre is not agreed on by all scholars. Though
Kaveney (2006) believes it was in the 1980s, Forman (2004) believes the formation was in the
mid-1950s. During this time, he argues that the genre was “conventionally framed within
narrative themes emphasizing generational dissonance, emotional duress, and cultural anomie,
producing a particular and enduring image of American youth as both troubling and
troublesome” (Forman, 2004, p. 69). And because in recent years, almost all teen shows revolve
around a group of friends, Forman (2004) determines in an analysis of Beverley Hills, 90210 that
the storylines are often around the school or “were enacted in the school environment,” but were
not always “necessarily school-related” (p. 71). He also argues that Dawson’s Creek was less
about school and more about “real topics of genuine resonance among the youth cohort” (p. 71).
In addition to all the other characteristics, Kaveney (2006) argues that the key to wrapping up the
genre as a whole is “a free-floating atmosphere of sexual chemistry” (p. 8). According to Forman
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(2004), all of these features do not add up to a solid teen television genre, but instead form a
genre hybrid.
In Douglas’ (2008) essay on how the field of media studies should be enhanced, she
mentions several modern day teen programs. The youth of America, she argues, are being
“seduced” by the media, but knowingly. What does that suggest about teen television? In the
popular MTV show My Sweet Sixteen, the audience is suppose to smirk at the storyline of a
spoiled brat and know that these are not the real lives of teenagers, which is different than shows
like Laguna Beach (Douglas, 2008). Douglas’ primary argument is that some media teen shows
are outright ridiculous while others—comedies or dramas—are more influential.
The more influential teen dramas are the ones that fall into the typical teen television
genre of supposedly real life issues. There have been many studies on the television show
Beverly Hills, 90210 and how it portrays young adult lives (Forman, 2004; Rockler, 1999;
Semonetti, 1994). The show is a teen drama that revolves around a group of wealthy teenagers
living in Beverly Hills, California. Rockler (1999) argues that throughout the duration of the
show, the theme evolved from “a sugar-coated but somewhat class-conscious portrayal of high
school students to a melodramatic, unproblematized portrayal of wealthy college students” (p.
76). Rockler compares the show to a teen magazine based on fashion, consumption and
American beauty standards—most of which are unreachable goals for the average teenage
viewer. The show transformed into one that approached real social issues, to one that
glamourized the lives of young adults (Rockler, 1999).
Scholars are increasingly studying teen television shows that air, or have aired, on the
WB network. Using ideological and narrative criticisms, there have been studies of Dawson’s
Creek (Andrews, 2001; Brooker, 2001; Davis & Dickinson, 2004; Meyer, 2003), Buffy the
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Vampire Slayer, (Davis & Dickinson, 2004; Kaveney, 2001; Richards, 2004; Wilcox & Lavery
2002), and Charmed (Feasey, 2006). A common theme that many of the studies found is a focus
on sexual identity. In attempting to deal with adolescent development, teen television often
shows the struggles in making sense of the transitions that teenagers experience. Sex plays a
large role in the lives of teens, therefore becomes a prominent storyline, even in Charmed which
centers on three adult sisters.
Living in a Small Town
Scholars and critics alike have been able to agree that there are generally positive
associations and stereotypes with small-town life and communities (Frank, 2003; Hicks, 2004;
Hummon, 1980). Small towns are usually assumed to be close-knit communities, where
everyone knows everyone else and there is a friendly, warm atmosphere. Scholars have taken
many approaches to studies done on small towns in order to determine accurate perceptions from
outsiders, as well as the inner workings of actual small towns with a list of attributing
characteristics (Finifter & Abramson, 1975; Hicks, 2004; Hummon, 1980, 1989; Prezza, Amici,
Roberti, & Tedeshi, 2001; Shaw & Riffe, 1979).
Hicks (2004) constructed an entire ethnography of small town life in his book Small
Town. In Roxborough, New York, Hicks takes a microcosmic look at the small town community,
from the town meetings to the interactions of the residents. The prosperity went up and down,
but the town did not change much and conservatism was still strong because “the majority of the
natives had no intention of adopting city ways” (2004, p. 75). Less personally, Hummon (1980;
1989) explores small town communities and townsfolk, as well as modern ideologies that have
encompassed these towns. Primarily, he argues that small town life is a compellation of the
ideological community and characteristics, and the townsfolk are believed to be “friendly,

Stars Hollow 10
neighborly, and concerned about family life” (Hummon, 1989, p. 9). Not only do people believe
this is how a small town functions, but they have a stronger desire to live in these communities
instead of urban dwellings (Hummon, 1980). The general population prefers small town
“sentiment” because the community has been idealized in contemporary mass media and “their
frustrations with modern urban life” (Hummon, 1980, p. 50). Through the use of interviews,
Hummon found that many stereotypical images of people and small towns come from cultural
patterns of interaction in these environments. One interviewee answered a question about the
idea of openness, being outgoing and friendly with this answer: “I knew just about
everyone…growing up [in a small town] was a good experience and that has an effect: It might
make you more people-oriented” (1989, p. 10). The distinct feeling of community identity has
been idealized as a dominant view from both those within small towns and those looking into it
from the outside.
Community identity is linked to the community as a whole. Smaller towns usually have a
lower population of people and commonly have a closer community. In a case study by Prezza,
Amici, Roberti and Tedeshi (2001), town communities were defined by their level of social
interaction and neighborliness. The more interaction among townsfolk, the higher sense of
belonging there was. The results of the study showed varying degrees of life satisfaction within
the areas of residence, but generally in small towns “a higher degree of sense of community
would be expected” (Prezza, Amici, Roberti, & Tedeshi, 2001, p. 48).
Community identity is not new to scholars within this field. The reasons behind what
forms a sense of belonging within communities have been studied by many (Finifter &
Abramson, 1975; Hummon, 1980, 1989; Hicks 2004; Prezza, Amici, Roberti, & Tedeshi, 2001;
Shaw & Riffe, 1979). Shaw and Riffe (1979), who have a large interest in the effects of
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newspaper readings in different types of communities, explore how small-town communities
relate to the media—newspapers specifically—and construct the public voice. In their essay,
Shaw and Riffe state that small towns are molded by community identity and “members of all
socio-economic classes feel comfortable with the leveling in-town familiarity and oneness that
come with their small-town identification” (p. 477).
The formation of a community is greatly influenced by the development of interactions
between residents. These interactions can be social, but in cases such as the one discussed by
Finifter and Abramson (1975), they can be political. They hypothesize under the same positive
assumptions as other scholars that small towns are closer knit communities, therefore they
predict that “citizens generally are likely to have more influence over local political decisions in
small towns than in large cities” (p. 189). Town meetings are usually the venue for citizens to
voice their opinions on local matters that directly affect the community. What was discovered
was that those who lived in smaller towns felt that they were more competent and influential in
local policy concerns (Finifter & Abramson, 1975). As this study showed, active citizenship—
termed by Finifter and Abramson—is determined by both education level and the size of the
town, establishing a relative kind of community identity.
Most of the research done on small towns has seemed to support this idealized culture of
American small-town lifestyles in which there is a friendly, active, neighborly, and devoted
community identity. How accurate is this representation? What do critics of small towns have to
say? Hummon (1989) admits that the ideal lifestyle as been evolving out of its stereotypical
picture of a quaint, committed community. The positive image of small-town life has been
devolving throughout the twentieth century and is not as highly revered in American culture as it
has been in past decades (Hummon, 1989). Frank (2003) states that small towns are commonly
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viewed as “‘sleepy’ places where terrible things are not suppose to happen” (p. 207). In the
media, when crimes are reported to have occurred in small towns they are made to seem as
something that happens rarely (p. 207). Frank argues that “life in small towns must not be so
idyllic after all,” but journalists are continuing to perpetuate stereotypical characteristics that
readers expect to read about (pp. 207-208). While reading over several stories written about real
crime in small towns, Frank (2003) identifies four general characteristics that kept appearing
when reporters described where the violence took place:
1. Small towns are “close knit”; everyone knows everyone else.
2. Small towns are safe: People leave their front doors unlocked and the keys in the
ignition of their cars.
3. Small towns are “sleepy.” They frequently “nestle” into the landscape.
4. Terrible things are not supposed to happen in small towns. (p. 209)
This small town pastoralism relies on the common beliefs of American culture and the
underlying desires to have a continued ideal value system, one that is defined in small towns
(Frank, 2003). Even though there have been many violent crimes, Americans are compelled to
make excuses in order to remain under the impression that small towns are as idyllic as they have
always been portrayed. The media can continue choosing how it portrays small towns, whether
or not that is the truth behind the matter.
Small Towns in the Media
Small towns have not only been a large part of news media, but also entertainment
television. There have been numerous studies on shows set in small town locations (Freeman,
1992; Gray, 2007; Lavery, 1995; Taylor & Upchurch, 1996). In Taylor and Upchurch’s (1996)
essay on mythology and the television show Northern Exposure, small town life is represented

Stars Hollow 13
largely based on stereotypical images. In Cicely, Alaska, the town is described as “an ideal place
where we can find unity in cultural diversity, individual freedom in community cooperation, and
individual growth through social participation” (p. 76). The characters in the town are quirky but
trustworthy and self-reliant members of the small community. There are several different
cultures that are blended in the community which promotes a sense of tolerance and harmony
among the residents and those passing through (Taylor & Upchurch, 1996). Just as some studies
of small towns seem to support, in Cicely, everyone knows everyone else’s business and feels
free to voice his or her opinions without being judgmental. However, when there is another’s
rights being threatened, the citizens call a town meeting to decide together how to handle the
situation (Taylor & Upchurch, 1996). Cicely is a town that was created to show both people who
respect each other and have responsibilities, but also shows them as “human beings who make
mistakes, who occasionally are drunkards, thieves, and ruffians, who can be selfish, rude, and
condescending” (p. 79). Even with the bad characteristics, they are still perceived as good, smalltown folk.
Lavery (1995) explores a small town television series that challenges positive stereotypes
unlike Northern Exposure. In his critical study of the show Twin Peaks, he argues that the show
is a postmodernist approach to American culture in which there are conflicting messages
portrayed by the media. In the Twin Peaks town there are numerous little secrets and
conspiracies that are beneath the cheery surface that outsiders are not supposed to see (Lavery,
1995). Within the show is a combination of “bourgeois surrealism and conventional narrative”
that comes with the small town (p. 27). The plot largely dealt with mysteries and violence, not
typical issues, such as community members, which is considered the nostalgia of small-town
living.
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From intense drama to television comedies, small town lives can be portrayed in many
different ways. Freeman (1992) explores the idea of the social mobility of characters in small
town comedies, such as Roseanne, The Simpsons, and The Cosby Show. These shows can fit into
several different genres including teen television. The characters in these shows have a continued
theme of self-reliance and sacrifice in their desire for social mobility (Freeman, 1992).
According to Freeman, in these shows, “…characters encounter difficulties in the face of
success, and sometimes they achieve more in failure than they would have if they had realized
their initial goals” (p. 401). The Simpsons is centrally a satire of a small town called Springfield,
mirroring many small-town characteristics. According to Gray (2007) the show is broadcasted in
many other countries and therefore, it is one of the main influences in the concept of
Americanization. It is a family centered show turned upside down as it “situates its action within
an anti-suburb that is depicted as xenophobic, provincial, and narrow-minded” (p.131). Though
there is the nuclear-family and the traditional small-town motto of everyone knows everyone
else, The Simpsons is anything but traditional (Gray, 2007). Many of the storylines are written in
order to parody the American Dream rather than conform to classic idealism. The small town is
nothing like what audiences are used to seeing in the media. Springfield is a place that is
“anything but [a] warm, embryonic, and nostalgic space in which the American Dream can
be…mythologized” (Gray, 2007, p. 135). This is a very different form of the small-town
television sitcom.
The evolutionary process of the teen genre is strongly tied to the culture’s social
development (Forman, 2004). Big cities have been common sites for teen shows. In the
comparison between Beverly Hills and Degrassi by Forman (2004), there is another division
within the teen genre. There is the wealthy group of teenagers revolving around consumption and
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then the lower, less wealthy group of teenagers (Simonetti, 1994). This trend in growing
consumption and glamorized big city life can explain recent teen shows such as Gossip Girl and
The O.C. The small-town teen genre has not lost its appeal though.
Gilmore Girls on the WB network, now the CW, has a large teen and adult women
audience. Stern (2008) examines small-town life in Stars Hollow and how that creates family
structures. The bond between Lorelai and Rory is the overwhelming theme. The relationship
between the two always receives preference over romantic and sexual relationships (2008). Stern
argues that a strong family life is still maintained even though Lorelai challenges previous
negative stereotypes of non-nuclear families. It is apparent that “Lorelai Gilmore seemingly
relied on neighbors, friends and estranged family to help raise teenage daughter, Rory” and that
was possible because of the community that she lived in (p. 1).
My research and essay will expand upon Stern’s study on Gilmore Girls to take a more
in-depth look at the town of Stars Hollow as a community. The residents in the town play a large
role in the themes of the show because they were there to help raise Rory. The purpose is to take
what has been done on small-towns in the media and apply it to the teen program Gilmore Girls.
Methodology
This essay is a narrative analysis of the television series Gilmore Girls. The purpose
behind a narrative analysis is “analyzing the stories rhetors tell and evaluating how effective they
are at shaping an audience’s perception of reality” (Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000, p. 235). In
textual analyses, the researcher must use the content provided by a text in order to explore and
reveal messages contained in the text. Narratives “allow us to interpret reality” and it is up to
critics to investigate how these stories direct those perceptions (Foss, 1996, p. 399). The
definition of a narrative commonly used by scholars is “a way of ordering and presenting a view
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of the world through a description of a situation involving characters, actions, and settings”
(Foss, 1996, p. 400).
Narrative criticisms are specific studies that examine particular pieces of the chosen texts
for persuasive messages. Foss (1996) outlines eight dimensions of a narrative that need to be
identified in order to “understand the narrative as a whole”: setting, characters, narrator, events,
temporal relations, causal relations, audience and theme (p. 403). To successfully answer a
research question, the critic must choose an element of the artifact, or text,—such as the ones
identified by Foss—on which to focus their critiques.
This study includes material throughout all seven seasons of Gilmore Girls as data for a
narrative analysis. The primary focus will be within the first several seasons, with a few
references to later seasons. Gilmore Girls was chosen because of its status as a teen dramedy. I
use this term to describe the show because it has been identified as a drama, incorporating
situations that have vivid and emotional results, as well as a comedy, light and humorous
situations that are created to elicit laughter. Gilmore Girls is unique in that it is comedic, but at
the same time can deal with serious issues. I used all seven seasons of the show because the town
of Stars Hollow is featured throughout the entire series, almost as a character in-and-of itself.
Dow (1996) states that a text is defined by the series in its entirety, rather than just by episodes
because it is interpreted based on other texts. Also, the seven seasons were available on DVD
and therefore were easily accessible. Because the analysis is based on small town life, the first
few seasons were the most useful because it is before Rory leaves Stars Hollow to attend Yale.
The later seasons are still needed for a representative sample to analyze the evolution of the
characteristics that display typical small town living, as well as challenge it.
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Out of the seven seasons, 22 episodes were viewed for content that related to what it is
like living in a town such as Stars Hollow. I used the episode summaries to find the ones that
best displayed small town characteristics. While watching the episodes in their entirety, I took
notes on the dialogue and situations that took place within the narrative. For the purpose of this
essay, I took specific notice of setting, characters, and events that exemplified narrative elements
consistent with my research question. Using these notes, I was able to map out a pattern and
frame the concept of small town life within the teen television genre.
Analysis
For the purpose of this essay, I will be analyzing two of the eight dimensions outlined by
Foss (1996): setting and theme. The setting of Stars Hollow is driven by small-town
characteristics representing charm, community, and safety. Through the use of setting, Gilmore
Girls constructs a picturesque view of a small town lifestyle. There are numerous themes that
emerge after watching the series, but one that I found most representative of small towns was the
challenge of social mobility. Characters living in small-town environments usually find it
difficult to separate themselves from the community, while still preserving their identity.
The setting does not change greatly throughout the series, though later seasons, such as
seasons 4-7, feature more scenes at Yale University and Emily and Richard’s house in Hartford,
Connecticut. I focus largely on early seasons because the town is being developed and viewers
are witness to how the characters form an identity based on Stars Hollow. Specific to shows that
feature small town settings, the events and situations often revolve around the town and in this
case, create a sense of community.
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Stars Hollow’s Small Town Charm and Sense of Community
True to typical small-town stereotypes, Stars Hollow exudes a special charm to draw in
audiences. From the town festivals and events to the quirky characters and odd situations, the
town represents an idealized picture of what small towns in real life are like. Though the text
relies on positive imagery, there are still some underlying characteristics that portray negative
small-town stereotypes.
Though the central storyline is the relationship between Rory and Lorelai, the atmosphere
of the town molds many of their interactions between each other and the townsfolk. They find
themselves associating with what is perceived as typical small-town behavior. The characters are
even well aware of the stereotypes that come with living in such a setting. In the episode, “The
Lorelai’s First Day at Chilton” of season one, Lorelai is running late to take Rory to the private
school outside of Stars Hollow. She shows up in the only clothes that were clean: cowboy boots,
cutoff shorts and a tie-dye shirt, giving all the upper class students, parents, and faculty an
embarrassing first impression. It is ironic that this is the impression that outsiders first experience
with people from a small town. Often, residents of small towns are stereotyped as people of a
lower social class. The way that they dress would symbolize their social standing as well. Those
who are accustomed to a different way of life would find the way Lorelai is dressed as
inappropriate—she finds it embarrassing herself—but probably would not be surprised to see her
dressed this way. It is common that upper class citizens look down on those living in small towns
and do not expect much from them. The fact that Lorelai shows up dressed in informal clothing
only legitimizes that people will always view small-town folk as unable to fit into a high
education environment, like Chilton Prep School.
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Typically small towns have the stereotype of being quaint and seemingly perfect. This is
often why people are drawn to these types of towns all over America, and why they are so
appealing to watch in television shows. Though the adult shows set in small towns often have
conspiracies, in the teen genre there is a larger focus on relationships, rather than making the
town an object of conflict. In one episode, “Richard in Stars Hollow,” the idea of Stars Hollow
being free from conspiracy is brought to the forefront by Rory’s friend Paris, who is intent on
exposing small town life as something negative.
PARIS: Yeah, and I thought about it. There’s a romantic aspect to small towns.
White picket fences, low crime rate, smaller classrooms, better tomatoes. It all
seems perfect.
RORY: But?
PARIS: But nothing is perfect, nothing is safe, nothing is ever what it seems. And
then it hit me - our story. We are going to blow the lid off the seedy underbelly of
small town life, starting with yours.
RORY: You are going to uncover the seedy underbelly of Stars Hollow?
PARIS: Yes.
RORY: Paris, Stars Hollow doesn’t have a seedy underbelly. We don’t even have
a meter maid.
PARIS: Look, you may be blind to it because you live there, but trust me, it’s
there and it’s ugly and I’m going to find it. I’ll meet you out front after school.
Paris, to her dismay, soon finds that there is nothing to expose:
PARIS: Nothing, not even a cigarette butt on the ground, I can’t believe it. This
town would make Frank Capra want to throw up.
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In recent times, there has been question whether small towns are as idyllic as they seem,
especially to outsiders of these towns. Paris, who goes to school in the upper class town of
Hartford, is just an example of how people may become suspicious of the perfection small towns
offer. They do not believe things in America are as they seem, and several media
representations—such as Twin Peaks—support this belief. There is no “seedy underbelly” for
Paris to find though. In making the show with a town like Stars Hollow, Sherman-Palladino is
supporting the ideal image of small towns. There is nothing to find because people need to
believe that places do exist without conspiracies or problems.
Ironically, several seasons later, Stars Hollow residents Jackson and Sookie discover a
field of marijuana growing behind their house. To outsiders, the town still appears idyllic, but the
message is that every place still does have its secrets. They try to dispose of it without anyone
finding out. They cannot throw it away because the garbage man will see it and if they try to put
it in the disposal the plumber could find it. This is consistent with how small-town residents have
difficulty keepings things that they do not want others to know quiet. One person finding out a
secret can lead to it spreading like wild fire. Luke, the local diner owner and occasionally
Lorelai’s love interest, had a girlfriend, Rachel, who summed it up perfectly in a conversation
during season one with Lorelai when she says, “This town is like living under a microscope, you
know?” For example, in season two’s “Teach Me Tonight,” after Jess, Luke’s nephew, and Rory
get into an car accident, Jess leaves Stars Hollow to stay with his mother. The next night, the
gossip mill begins spreading the story.
BABETTE: Last night, not long after the accident happened, Luke walked him
straight to the bus station, stuck the kid on a bus, sent him home to his mom.
MISS PATTY: I can’t believe Luke would send him off like that.
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BABETTE: Well, I heard the kid wanted to go. I don’t know. All I know is that
Jess is gone.
MISS PATTY: Well, well, well. What will we do for entertainment around here?
BABETTE: Beats the hell outta me.
At the town movie, Rory and Lorelai overhear this conversation between two prominent
residents—Babette, Lorelai’s neighbor, and Miss Patty, the dance studio owner. Both Patty and
Babette are known for gossiping about things that happen in town. It seems as though every
small town has at least one group of gossipers who find out about everything and then spread it
to others. In this case, they found out that Jess was leaving. It is common that when people enter
or leave a small town, like the fictional Stars Hollow, everyone finds out about it. Gossip being
spread displays quite a bit about the communication and interactions within small town
communities. The town gossip becomes a ritual of communication that everyone willingly
participates in. It suggests that people must form their identities based on what others are saying
about them and what is happening in the town during a particular time.
To further explain the residents’ formation of identification, in the episode when Lorelai
and Luke break up, the town takes sides. They all know about the break up and they all have an
opinion about what happened. Living in a small town seemingly entitles everyone to know
everyone else’s business, and also have an open opinion to share. The town willingly takes part
in the break up. The whole town is involved because they believe it affects everyone. Taylor, the
town selectman, also begins passing out ribbons at his local grocery store.
GYPSY: Pink for you, blue for Luke. Taylor's idea. That way we all know
whose side we're on without having to talk to each other. He's a freak, but
I like pink (“Say Something”).
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Residents identify themselves with a side in the break up. Gypsy, who is the town mechanic,
displays how big divisions can challenge community unity. It is done in a quirky way because
that is the style of the show, but it makes a statement of just how strongly everyone is affected by
each other in small towns. It becomes a personal issue and they associate themselves with
whichever side they chose. Hummon (1986) found that in all kinds of places, some people
become entirely invested in a community. They are completely tied to the image of the
community and how it functions. In small towns, this is much more likely, and in Stars Hollow it
is even taken to the extreme.
Despite what gets spread around by the large amounts of gossip in Stars Hollow, the town
also has a high sense of community, which is more common in small towns than in large cities
(Prezza, Amici, Roberti, & Tedeschi, 2001). Gilmore Girls displays this in its comparison of
Stars Hollow and Hartford. One notable comparison is the way the camera moves through Stars
Hollow in season one, particularly the pilot episode. The camera flows smoothly through the
town to follow characters, as opposed to stiff cuts while they are in Hartford at Richard and
Emily’s house. Everything in Stars Hollow is supposed to seem in sync and harmonious, rather
than stiff and cold like it is in larger, less connected communities.
As a community, there is an overwhelming sense of neighborliness and loyalty expressed
through the actions of the town. When Babette’s cat dies in the episode “Cinnamon’s Wake,” the
whole town comes to the funeral. Outsiders would have thought a funeral for a cat to be
ridiculous, but there is an idiosyncratic relationship between the townsfolk. If this is what a
member of the community needs, there are no questions asked and everyone takes part. In a
conversation between Lorelai and her mother about it, Emily thinks that it is a very strange
concept to have a funeral for a cat.
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EMILY: You skipped your own cousin's funeral for a cat's funeral?
LORELAI: Not my cousin, mom. My father's grandmother's sister's girl who I've
never -EMILY: You said you couldn't be away from the inn.
LORELAI: Well I couldn't at the time but I worked it out.
EMILY: For a cat?
LORELAI: It's late. I have a big day tomorrow, Mom.
EMILY: Oh, what? You're going to a raccoon’s wedding?
Emily is from Hartford so she believes that a cat funeral is a joke. Viewers will find this comical
as well, but the town follows through with the event without questioning the logic behind it. The
differing values between small towns and bigger cities can be found in this scene. Emily views a
funeral as a duty, something that is expected. In comparison, those living in small towns are
more community centered. They have a self-image of the type of person they are supposed to be,
which commonly includes an “embeddedness of family life,” in Stars Hollow the community is
considered family, as well as communal relations (Hummon, 1986, p. 10). They appreciated the
small things and help each other out. Babette having friends over for her cat’s funeral is one of
those things. The townsfolk are not doing it because they have to, but because they want to
support their neighbor, a common portrayal of small-town communities.
In “Dead Uncles and Vegetables,” another funeral comes up but this time for Luke’s
uncle and Luke must plan it. No one in the town liked him because he was a loner who had a
hard and rude exterior. People were not even willing to help with the funeral, which is very
uncommon for such a close-knit town, and personally shocks Lorelai. By the end of the episode,
the town ends up remaining loyal to Luke by having a gathering to remember Uncle Louie and
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the Revolutionary war re-enactors even come to the funeral to salute him as a war veteran. The
town came together to honor Luke’s uncle because it was important to him.
Raising Rory as a Community
In teen dramas, there are ensembles of supporting characters whose purposes are to help
the main characters deal with personal issues. In Gilmore Girls, Rory and Lorelai rely on the
community as their support system. Because Lorelai ran away from home after giving birth, she
was forced to find help in raising her daughter. The community reached out to her just like they
were family. Mia let them stay at the Independence Inn, which she is the owner of, and work part
time there, while the rest of the town certainly had a presence in Rory’s life. The townsfolk had a
large role in raising Rory and they think of her as one of their own. In season one, Rory
celebrates her sixteenth birthday with not only her high school friends, but also the adults that
helped raise her. At his diner, Luke, who has been like a father to Rory growing up, sets up a
table with balloons and cake. At her party, guests tell stories about Rory growing up. They are
participating in family storytelling because they are so closely tied together that they identify
with each other as a family. In communication, narrating, or storytelling, molds how people
relate to their family, form an identity, and understand culture. A family’s, or in this case a
community’s, identity is created through the use of communication and therefore, storytelling is
important in terms of meaning-making (Turner & West, 2006). According to Turner and West
(2006), “stories offer family guidelines for how to behave in the world” (p. 114). When applied
to Gilmore Girls, viewers will see how the birthday scene is important to understanding the
relationships formed within the Stars Hollow community. Rory feels comfortable with this group
of people with which she has had many experiences with growing up. Emily, her grandmother,
looks on as an outsider, realizing the different relationship she has with the Stars Hollow
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community, compared to her own relationship with Rory. Because Rory grew up in this
atmosphere and with these people, it has shaped her interactions not only with them, but with
others. Her experiences with the town folk have been different than her experiences in Hartford.
As the stories show, she is able to be relaxed and “real” at home.
Everyone in Stars Hollow has been there to see Rory grow and mature, and they have all
had a part in her life. This mediated version of a small-town community reflects how family can
be those who have been there for all the important moments in life. In the final season of the
show, Rory graduates from Yale University. Many of the townspeople expect to receive an
invitation to the graduation. The community feels like they have invested so much into Rory as a
person, they want to be there at this pivotal moment as well. In “Unto the Breach,” Babette and
Miss Patty ask how to get to the graduation site.
LORELAI: I didn't know you guys all wanted to come.
MISS PATTY: Of course we do.
BABETTE: We wouldn't miss our little girl’s graduation.
LORELAI: Oh well I have to call her and see; make sure there’s enough tickets.
BABETTE: Thanks, doll.
MISS PATTY: [Too Babette] How many do you think we need?
BABETTE: Well, let’s see. There’s Morey and me and you and Lane and Zach
and Mrs. Kim -- Lulu and Gypsy, plus one, she said.
LORELAI: That’s a lot of people.
BABETTE: Yeah maybe we should charter a van.
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All of the people in the town expect to be at Rory’s graduation even though they are not her
immediate family. Ironically, none of the characters are able to go, possibly signifying that they
are tied to Stars Hollow and are not meant to be seen outside of that setting.
Small Town Safety
The common perception of small towns, and their growing appeal, is the promise of
safety and low crime rates. Frank (2003) states that small towns are commonly viewed and
portrayed as neighborly and safe. Stars Hollow is well known for only having a limited police
staff and possessing only one police cruiser. The need for crime prevention is not something the
town is largely concerned with because the belief is that everyone knows everyone else and
trusts them. Generally, conceptions of what it is like to live in a small town include the
conviction that residents commonly leave their front doors unlocked without fear (Frank, 2003).
In “Just like Gwen and Gavin,” Luke’s daughter—who lives just outside town with her mother—
comes by the diner. Luke sees her outside talking to someone and he walks out to get her.
LUKE: What are you doing talking to him?
APRIL: He asked about my bike.
LUKE: You don't talk to him. You don't know him. He could be a strangler.
APRIL: He seemed to know you.
LUKE: Yeah, of course. That's Jake, I've known him fifteen years.
APRIL: You've known a strangler for fifteen years.
LUKE: He's not a strangler.
APRIL: Then why can't I talk to him?
LUKE: Because you didn't know that. Don't trust anyone, okay? Anyone.
APRIL Okay. Then I should go lock my bike.
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LUKE: No, you don't have to lock it.
APRIL: You just said I can't trust anyone.
LUKE: You don't have to lock your bike. This is a safe town.
In this scene, Luke is only concerned about people spreading the word that April is his daughter,
not her safety. He has lived in Stars Hollow his whole life and believes the town is safe. From
this scene it is obvious that not only those living outside small towns view them as safe. The fact
that everyone seems to know everyone else makes them trust that nothing bad will happen.
Small-town residents put a lot of faith in each other, which contributes to the image of a closeknit community.
Not only is the town supposed to be a representation of low crime rates, it also has a low
car accident rate. Besides the wreck Rory and Jess get into, there is never any other mention of
big accidents or even fender benders on the streets of Stars Hollow. In his attempt to keep the
town current in “Red Light on the Wedding Night,” Taylor decides to install the town’s one and
only stop light. Commonly, the staples of small towns are that there is zero, or one, stoplight in
the whole town. In a confrontation between Luke and Taylor, he acknowledges the stereotype of
small towns being behind in city development.
TAYLOR: Not when it's a matter of dire public safety, where the city charter
clearly states that I can function unilaterally in the town's best interest.
LUKE: Dire public safety! We haven't had an accident here in ten years!
TAYLOR: You can't stop progress, Luke.
Luke is a character that represents the belief in tradition and has a hard time with change. The
question is raised of whether town resources need to be wasted on things that are not a necessity.
Residents are not concerned with safety protocol because they do not believe it is something that
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will happen in their town. They do not want to change something that has always worked.
Hummon (1986) describes these kinds of people as having sentimental ties to the neighborhood
and “the symbolic landscape can be salient for people’s self-placement and image” (p. 21).
Taylor on the other hand, though devoted to the town and its traditions, is constantly trying to
“improve” the town and bring in more tourists. To do this, he believes that the town must make
occasional moves towards more urbanized characteristics, even if it something as little as
installing a traffic light in a town that has not had an accident in ten years.
Social Mobility.
RORY: Well, this isn't a very financially oriented town (“Red Light on the
Wedding Night”).
In the quote above, Rory explains to Lorelai’s fiancé Max why he will not be able to find
a Washington Post anywhere in Stars Hollow. Max is a teacher at Chilton and is not as familiar
with the small-town lifestyle. The town is quaint and not focused on big social issues because
they are living in their own world. Outside of small towns, there are people who are statusconscious—such as Emily and Richard—but inside the town, people are comfortable and happy
the way they are. The show explores the problems characters have moving out of that small town
stereotype to join the world outside, and try to rise in status. Freeman (1992) concludes that
characters in comedies are unlikely to have social mobility within their class, and if they do
move up, it will be bittersweet. This is also the case in Stars Hollow. From the very first airing of
the show, Rory has large aspirations for the future and she must work hard towards them. This
affects her relationships with other town members too, and sometimes moving out of the town
distances people from the community.
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She starts branching out from Stars Hollow in the pilot episode as she gets accepted into
the private halls of Chilton High School. In the episode “Face Off,” Rory finds out that the
students at Stars Hollow High think that she is a snob because she goes to a rich school.
RORY: Maybe she’s angry because I didn’t keep in touch after I left, but we
weren’t that good of friends.
LANE: Maybe, or it could be that Chilton thing.
RORY: What Chilton thing?
LANE: Well, you know how some people think because you went to Chilton
you’re a snob and think you’re better than everyone else.
Lane is Rory’s best friend who still goes to Stars Hollow High. Though she knows that Rory is
not snobby or thinks less of any of the other Stars Hollow residents, she is aware of how people
who move up the social ladder may look down on others. Rory is offended, however, some
believe that social mobility equates small towns with a lower social class.
In small towns, people are expected to be living there for a long time. They usually build
families and raise them in the same town. Many of the residents even own businesses and have
tied down roots. That is how Stars Hollow was created. They revolve their lives around the town
and each other as a community. When Rory leaves for Chilton and then again for Yale, the town
feels brushed off. Those that believe Rory is distancing herself from the town believe that it is
because the small town is holding her back from bigger things. Rory is left struggling with
dialectical tensions of wanting to remain connected to her family and life in Stars Hollow, but
also follow her dreams to travel and make it big in the journalism world. When preparing to
leave for Yale in “Ballrooms and Biscotti,” Taylor announces her as the Ice Cream Queen of his
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new Ice Cream and Soda Shoppe. She is too busy getting ready for the move so she turns him
down.
TAYLOR: You man the ticket booth on Groundhog Day. You help organize the
manger procession at Christmas. You play Esther every year at the Purim
carnival. I just assumed you liked taking part in town events.
RORY: I do like it, but I just can't this time. I'm sorry.
TAYLOR: Oh, don't be. It's my own fault. I should have figured that once you got
into Yale everything would be different.
RORY: That's not fair.
TAYLOR: No, I understand. You're no longer our little Stars Hollow Rory
Gilmore. You belong to the Ivy Leagues right now. It's time to cut those small
town ties and go off and do something important, like go to drama school or have
one of those high-class naked parties with that Bush girl.
In the first part of this scene, Taylor lists many events that Rory has been involved in annually
for the town. There is an ideology that small towns are “a locus of sociability and tradition” and
that townsfolk assume everyone wants to be involved (Hummon, 1986, p. 9). This creates a town
identity. In Taylor’s last argument to Rory, he displays how not only are stereotypes placed on
small towns, but they also place stereotypes on outsiders. These stereotypes are often negative,
as Taylor beliefs. Small town residents often believe that urban residents do not follow the same
standards and morals that small communities hold. In an interview of real people living in a
small town, Hummon (1986) found that they believe “[they] don’t need to be entertained. A city
person has to be entertained” and that small town people rely on “Family, friends, [and] home”
for the most part (p. 10). This scene is also important because it insinuates that small towns hold
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its’ residents back from accomplishing “something important.” The show presents a
contradiction in how the town supports Rory, but Taylor is offended by her ignoring town
events. This Catch-22 that Rory is faced with is a common theme throughout the series, as well
as people in the real world.
Rory was not the only one who has been faced with the prospect of social mobility being
a strong factor in leaving Stars Hollow. Rachel, Luke’s girlfriend for a little over a season, was
known for leaving to get out of the small town environment. She came back, but Luke had a
difficult time accepting that she would actually stay. He is aware of the draw that other places
have, but cannot relate to it because he is comfortable where he is at. In “Concert Interruptus,”
Lorelai and viewers finds out about Rachel.
LORELAI: What happened?
SOOKIE: The rumor is that Starts Hollow was too small for her. She wanted to
live somewhere more exciting.
LORELAI: But Luke didn’t.
SOOKIE: Mm. You know Luke. He lived here all his life. He wouldn’t even go
away for college. I think we’re going to bury him in that diner.
Sookie, Lorelai’s best friend, makes the joke that Luke is never going to leave Stars Hollow. He
has become comfortable with his status and does not have any desire to do anything else. Hicks
(2004) observed real small town residents and found that no matter what happened with the
town—including bad economy—many preferred to stay there rather than adapt to large city
ways. Small towns are ideal places where everyone is equal, and leaving would signify a desire
to move up the social ladder. This is how the townspeople in Stars Hollow view those who leave
the town for better opportunities. The characters feel like they do not belong to the outside world.
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This happens to Dean, Rory’s boyfriend, in the episode “The Party’s Over,” when he goes to
pick up Rory who is with her upper class friends. Dean tells Rory he doesn’t belong in her life
anymore because this is who she is now. Later, in “To Live and Let Diorama,” Dean tells Luke it
is only a matter of time before he will not fit into Lorelai’s life either.
DEAN: Your situation is no different from mine. Buddy.
LUKE: I’ve got work to do.
DEAN: Then go. They want more than this. Don’t you see that? And all you are
is this.
LUKE: Rory was a kid, Dean. She grew up. She moved on. Accept it.
DEAN: You accept it. This town, it’s all you are, and it’s not enough. She’s
going to get bored, and you can’t take her anywhere. You’re here forever.
Luke does not handle this confrontation well because a small part of him always believes that
Lorelai will want something more than quaint, small-town life. Small towns and communities
can become images that represent self-characterization and personal identification (Hummon,
1986). This is what Luke is facing in this scene. He believes, like others, that small towns are
possibly holding people back from moving up social classes and finding opportunities. After this
conversation with Dean, Luke pushes Lorelai to meet with an agent about possibly working for a
larger company that allows her to travel and make more money. His identity is intertwined with
the town and therefore possibly withholding Lorelai’s chance at social mobility.
Conclusion
Gilmore Girls provides numerous narrative examples of small town characteristics that
range from the setting itself, to the residents living there. There are many different conclusions
one can make from the data that has been provided. Examining the two elements chosen—setting
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and theme—allowed me to answer my original research question: How does Gilmore Girls
narratively construct what it means to live in a small town. The answer is that Stars Hollow
becomes the essence of the ideal small towns of America, where many people increasingly desire
to live. Who wouldn’t want to live where the entire community functions as a support system?
The many elements of the show have provided a basis for forming the argument of typical smalltown life. !
Most noticeable about Gilmore Girls is the use of setting and characters that construct
small town life in a quirky, comedic, and comfortable way. Stars Hollow often creates a sense of
communal belonging and connectedness that is exuded by the town and its residents. The town
functions harmoniously and is quaint compared to the atmospheres of large cities. In small
towns, all members of the community feel comfortable with the interactions and familiarity that
is based on their identification with the town (Shaw & Riffe, 1979). In Gilmore Girls, it is
common that the townspeople are very involved with events and each others lives. Social
interaction is very important in small communities because it forms the sense of communal
belonging (Prezza, Amici, Roberti, & Tedeshi, 2001) and promotes openness and neighborly
relationships (Hummon, 1989). These characteristics of real small towns are a reflection of the
type of world that was created in Stars Hollow. Also, preconceived notions of small town safety
have varied depending on how the media has chosen to represent it, but most commonly they
have the stereotype of being crime free. Throughout the text, characters reiterate the safety of the
town. In the episode “But I’m A Gilmore Girl,” Lorelai tells Rory that the town had to call police
back up for the first time ever when Paris gets drunk. These instances exemplify how much
media affects public opinion of small towns. Generally, crime in small town is thought to be rare,
as they are viewed as idyllic and neighborly (Frank, 2003).
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Social mobility was also a large part of Stars Hollow. Small towns are commonly
expected to restrict the upward mobility of those who live there, whether voluntary or
involuntary. In actual small communities, Shaw and Riffe (1979) found that all socio-economic
classes are perceived as equal. Residents in small towns are happy being comfortable, and do not
judge others who have less than them. This ideal way of living is not common in larger, urban
communities where the goal is to move up the social ladder and become as successful as
possible. These two types of communities judge success in different ways. Small-town people
who do make the decision to move out of their community because they want to accomplish
more find that they must make sacrifices. Freeman (1992) found that in mediated comedies, this
is a common theme for characters who desire social mobility. The portrayal of middle class
Americans is usually the same—a group of people living comfortable and just getting along
(Freeman, 1992). Characters in these shows often face challenges in achieving their goals and
when they finally do, it is bittersweet. When the middle class group in situation comedies
attempt to rise in social mobility, they encounter several forms of sacrifice: “suffering personal
indignities, jeopardizing personal relationships, giving up resources…and demonstrating
worthiness through hard work” (Freeman, 1992, p. 401). In Gilmore Girls, Rory faces strong
dialectical tensions because she moves away from the town to further her education, while still
having the desire to be connected to Stars Hollow. The most widespread ideology in the country
is that of the American Dream. The belief that everyone has the opportunity to move up in social
standing is what makes people from all over the world travel here. But the problem with small
towns is the Catch-22. Though the community will be supportive about the decision to go out
into the world to become accomplished outside of the town, there is the chance that once the
individual leaves, they will not fit back in. They now develop an outsider’s view, or are so far
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away that they are disconnected with what is happening in their community and therefore may be
disconnected from their previous identity as well.
Gilmore Girls is a unique addition to the teen genre. Because it has a broader audience,
the narrative does not solely focus on typical teenage issues. Even with a teenage girl at the
center of the story, the show refuses to follow plotlines that are commonly found in shows such
as Dawson’s Creek or Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Rory does have drama during high school—
facing bullies and dealing with young romances—but these situations take a back seat to the
relationship between her, her mother, and the other townsfolk. Most often, the teen genre
revolves around sexual chemistry between characters and portrays teenagers as both troubled and
troublesome (Kaveney, 2006; Forman, 2004). Throughout the series, Gilmore Girls has dealt
with a variety of issues, primarily family, relationships, and community, and drifts of away from
stereotypically portraying teens negatively. Rory and her friends work hard in school, and though
some times they can be trouble makers, they are all essentially good people. In relation to other
teen dramas, Gilmore Girls reflects small-town living as an ideal utopia, complete with the
quirky, lovable townsfolk. Could it be possible that the small-town setting is the basis for
constructing a family friendly show? Other shows that also portray small town communities in a
positive light include The Andy Griffith Show and Little House on the Prairie, which both can be
considered family friendly as well. Northern Exposure is an adult version of small town life that
also emphasizes the ideal place to live. It spotlights unity, cultural diversity, social participation,
and community cooperation, all the while encouraging individual growth (Taylor & Upchurch,
1996). At the same time, shows such as Everwood feature normal small towns, but emphasize the
construction of teen angst. Finally, the most contrasting shows in comparison to Stars Hollow are
shows like Twin Peaks or Desperate Housewives, which revolves around the town’s hidden,
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dirty secrets. With all of these conflicting approaches to small towns, it is surprising that the
most common and popular images of these places are still centered on idealism.
Frank (2003) states that Americans want to see an ideal value system continue to exist.
Most people do not grow up in small towns, but the nostalgia of these kinds of places is
widespread. American’s want to believe that towns that represent a utopian lifestyle will
continue to thrive. But why do real small towns thrive? The economic statuses of many of them
are not very developed and it is not uncommon that they crumble away into ghost towns. The
charming atmospheres are not enough to hold in a community if the economy fails; this
contradicts Hick’s (2004) belief that small town residents will stay where they are no matter
what happens. The reality is that though they may be perceived as idyllic, small towns face many
challenges. People do not see the hardships that towns face to stay afloat in a competitive,
economic world. It is possible that these kinds of places rely on the perfect image to draw people
in and to bring in tourists. Stars Hollow offers an idealist community, but still points towards a
bigger picture. Why is it that Taylor Doose is always pushing for more ways to increase tourism?
Is it because that is what the town needs to stay vibrant and successful? What makes small towns
thrive is not only the community, but the forces outside the town that ideologically support this
utopian charm.
There were several limitations of this study. As a result of the requirements for finishing
my senior thesis, time was limited. I would have preferred to have had enough time to watch all
the episodes in the series. If each episode could have been individually watched, there could
have been more data, as well as the opportunity to unearth a larger theme of small towns that
would not have been recognized through viewing only a select few. Also, it would have been
useful to have found more research on social mobility. Through performing the narrative
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analysis, I found that social mobility became a large part of the characters’ interactions with each
other. It would be interesting to see what other studies have shown about small towns and the
challenges the residents face while trying to branch out to “bigger” things. Finally, it would have
been useful to be more familiar with teen television shows and other shows set in small towns.
Being more knowledgeable about these others shows would have allowed the study to show
larger conclusions about the show in comparison to themes that are common across a broader
level.
In future research, a closer examination of similar or contrasting plots in other small town
drama/comedies could provide interesting findings about how the media as a whole have agreed
or disagreed on what small town life looks like. Is it idyllic? Or is it conspiratorial? What is the
more common representation and what are the characteristics that are constant throughout all
representations? If there were to be more studies done on Gilmore Girls’ representations of small
town life, scholars could not only expand on the topics discussed in this essay, but also several
new ones that were left out. To explore other facets of Stars Hollow and how it provides a
representation of small town life, further research could examine the functions of town meetings
as well as the numerous festivals and events that are held. Small towns hold town meetings to
deal with issues democratically. The townspeople can attend and voice their opinions on how to
deal with what affects the community and what decisions must be made to fix problems.
Residents in small towns often feel more influential in political decision than those in large cities
because they promote active citizenship (Finifter & Abramson, 1975). Stars Hollow often holds
town meetings in Miss Patty’s dance studio. At the town meetings, they often discuss the
planning of festivals or other events the town holds that are influential to the construction of
small town life. Taylor Doose is often trying to bring in people from outside using these events.
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Future studies could examine how these events affect the community and also how tourism plays
a factor in Stars Hollow. Is this a large occurrence in real small towns?
Gilmore Girls is an important text to analyze by communications scholars. Not only is it
popular among teens, but it also draws in a larger adult audience. Because it is so widely viewed,
it is critical to explore what kind of representations it is portraying. The elements of the narrative
are significant to the understanding of how people are using society to formulate their identity.
Stars Hollow provides an entire world that can be explored from many different facets to reveal
how small town communities are established as the ideal community. By understanding media
portrayals of small towns, we can then understand how people are identifying with the
relationships of the characters and their personal interactions in the real world.
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Facebook and the Alternative Generation User:
How Do Adults Use the Social Networking Site Facebook?
Abstract
The purpose of this study is to observe how adult audiences over the age of 21 use the
social networking site Facebook. The age demographic being analyzed in this study is a central
part of the proposed research as the majority of research studies on social networks are narrowly
focused on college and high school students. This issue is important to address because many
online social networking sites are open to everyone in the general public and there are other sites
that are adapted for varying audiences, not just individuals within the college and high school
demographics. A survey methodology was used to observe responses of the participants’ usage,
knowledge, time consumption, and experiences of Facebook using multiple choice and openended questions. The results were analyzed and coded and categorized into three groups: Why
adults sign up for Facebook, Privacy and Usage, and Engagement and Time Consumption.
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Facebook and the Alternative Generation User:
How Do Adults Use the Social Networking Site Facebook?
Facebook is probably the most popular thing to ever exist in the history of
anything, quickly becoming like The Grid in which every single person must be
on it or not actually count as a human being in modern society (Facebook Stalking
is Out of Control, 2009).
This quote demonstrates the impact social networks, such as Facebook, are having on
society. It seems everyone has a profile on some social networking site and although it started as
a popular craze among teenagers the significance of online social networks has grown popular
with adults as well. According to Facebook, there are more than 175 million active users and
more than half of those Facebook users are outside of college (Press Room, 2009). The impact
of social networks can be seen in many aspects of society, such as research dealing with CMC
technologies, relationship maintenance with the use of social networks, and new advertising and
marketing means as a few examples. What initially got me interested in social networks and the
impact they have on society was a presentation I watched as a marketing intern when I learned
how the company I was interning for was in the process of establishing more web presence with
the use MySpace and Facebook profiles and they expressed the importance of keeping up with
technology to maintain a competitive edge with other companies. As I started to do research on
social networks as an advertising medium I realized that the majority of present research on
social networks dealt with high school and college students as the research participants. As most
social networks are open to everyone, it intrigued me to study how adults use social networks to
see if it differs from the more traditionally researched college demographics.
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Studying how adults and other audiences use social networking sites, like Facebook, is
important because social networking sites are becoming increasingly popular and are gaining
attention from a broader and varied audience. By studying the new audience, whether they are
tech savvy adults, companies looking to advertise, or curious individuals, the results could be
beneficial for the social networking sites to better adapt their services and atmosphere to their
new audience. Social networking sites, specifically MySpace, have even adapted their platforms
and purposes to help businesses and organizations market and manage their own profiles more
efficiently as more and more businesses have started to use online social networks to reach niche
audiences (Klaassen, 2008). It could also be beneficial for advertisers to know who is on the
social networking sites and how they are using the site so advertising can be specified to the
demographics of the social networking sites’ users. For example, it is argued that the Obama
election win has been partly accredited to how he and his campaign had successfully marketed
on the web and social networks offering an interactive, personal, and engaging web presence,
which creates a sense of community (Shiffman, 2008). How are individuals communicating on
the social networking sites with each other and for what reasons? Is it to meet new people or
maintain relationships? Does it vary with age or other demographics?
Many related studies have been conducted, but not with adults. If more than half of
Facebook users are outside of the college realm (Press Room, 2009), then why aren’t there more
studies conducted to how other niche audiences use social networks? There are various topics of
social networks being studied, such as the effect of network size, a profile user’s attractiveness
and its effect on the amount of friends, and the effects of low self-esteem and higher profile
maintenance. But, they all have the same target audience as research participants, the college or
high school student. These are the obvious choices for research participants dealing with online
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social networking site research since these sites were most popular with those demographics but
as the demographics of social networking site users are changing the research must adapt to the
change and include varying participants in further research.
The purpose of this study is to research how adults and post-graduates use the social
networking site Facebook. I will be observing what previous studies on computer-mediated
technologies have been established through a critical tradition lens. The main areas of previous
research that will be observed are computer-mediated communication and earlier Internet
studies, online social networks and social support, and Facebook and the new era of social
networking. These previous findings will be applied to my results and assist in analyzing how
adults use the online social networking site Facebook. The adult participants will be evaluated
for why they get a Facebook account and their usage, time consumption, and knowledge of the
Facebook platform by using a survey methodology to collect data. The study reveals that the
majority of participants are college educated, which can be linked to the fact that Facebook
started exclusively for college students to network with fellow colleagues. Further detailed data
of how adults use Facebook are organized in four main areas, a brief overview of the data,
explanations to why adults get a Facebook account, privacy and usage, and engagement and time
consumption.
Literature Review
Computer-Mediated Communication and Earlier Internet Studies
Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is defined as communication that is
synchronous or asynchronous electronic mail and computer conferencing, by which senders
encode in text messages that are relayed from senders’ computers to receivers (Walther, 1992).
Yet, computer-mediated communication is becoming much more complex with the increasing
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interactivity of websites and advancing computer and electronic technology that surpasses
electronic mail and computer conferencing, such as online social networks, interactive websites,
and the increasing availability of the Internet with Wi-Fi and accessibility through cell phones
and other electronic devices. There have been a lot of research studies done on computermediated communication as society’s reliance of technology has increased with the
advancements and convenience of the Internet. Many of the studies focus on comparing
traditional face-to-face communication practices to the interpersonal depth of computer-mediated
communication.
Traditional face-to-face communication has been argued to convey higher levels or
argumentation and that CMC, although less aggressive, lacked in the nonverbal and interpersonal
cues necessary to have a meaningful discussion and satisfied decision-making outcomes (Kiesler,
Siegel & McGuire, 1984). CMC studies that attempt to measure the depth of interpersonal
communication can be distorted because interpersonal motivation is hard to interpret in research
studies (Papacharissi & Rubin 2000). It is argued that the studies’ results are contingent on the
varied perceptions of what is considered interpersonal or relevant of the respondents
participating in the research study. The results also reveal the notion that the Internet and CMC
is so vast that its uses and relevance is very broad and is dependent on the functions the user
engages in CMC for and what their motives are (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). For example,
web browsing for economic security to fulfill information seeking or the use of e-mail and
instant messaging to fulfill the function of entertainment or keeping in contact and maintaining
relationships (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). Different functions and motives serve different
levels of interpersonal relevance. Virtual communities and relationships that CMC provides are
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as interpersonal and intimate as the CMC user perceives it to be and not by the judgment and
analysis of others (Wellman & Gulia, 1999).
Many research scholars argue that CMC lacks interpersonal depth, physicality, and social
contextual cues, which have been the core negative complaints of CMC research participants
(Colvin, Chenoweth, Bold, & Harding, 2004). But, Walther (1992) argues that given the lack of
nonverbal cues within CMC the users adjust their relational and interpersonal behaviors to other
cues that are available in CMC. Other available cues in CMC to measure human behaviors and
levels of interpersonal interaction are typographic cues, content, and linguistic strategies
(Tidwell & Walther, 2002). Even though Walther (1992) brings up a valid point that there are
different cues to evaluate communication it is also argued that because of the many benefits of
CMC and computer electronic technologies it has led to CMC users to be more careful in
presenting themselves and idealizing how others should portray themselves on the Internet while
using the technologies CMC offers (Tidwell & Walther, 2002). That is, with capabilities like
editing tools people only present the best of their self with CMC. Because of this technology
there is not much excuse for mistakes or imperfections with the abilities and tools CMC offers;
therefore, the messages are less likely to reveal mistakes and have gone through an editing
process. This implies that CMC does not provide genuine feedback. For instance, if you were to
have the same conversation in person not only would you get the nonverbal cues but you cannot
take back something you said by hitting the backspace button and rewording your message.
Other focuses of studies on CMC have been established beyond interpersonal
interactions. Rather than study the interpersonal factors of CMC, some scholars study the
relationships between CMC’s functions and users’ skills and competence of technology and
computers, such as a study done by Wrench and Punyanunt-Carter (2007). Using established

Facebook and the Alternative Generation

8

!

models from previous studies in the field, Wrench and Punyanunt-Carter (2007) examined if the
differences in CMC skill, CMC presence, and CMC apprehension were correlated and affected
use and relevance of CMC technologies. The study found that e-mail, chatting, and instant
messaging apprehension were closely related to one another, which argues that users that were
familiar with one function, like e-mail for instance, was just as familiar with chatting and instant
messaging. The study also revealed that computer efficacy and internet efficacy were closely
related, yet CMC competence was not related under the CMC skill category. These findings
suggest that a user does not necessarily need to be competent of what CMC is to be skillful at
using the available CMC technologies. An individual just uses the Internet to write e-mails,
instant message friends and colleagues, blog on websites, and chat online without knowing how
or why it works.
Wrench and Punyanunt-Carter (2007) did find implications that the participants who had
low levels of CMC apprehension were actually very likely to engage in CMC technologies to
increase their own self-efficacy about Internet and computer technology. They were also more
likely to become more competent about CMC rather than just becoming skillful at it. This
finding suggests that this process of achieving self-efficacy with unfamiliar technology will
continue with other advance technology, like cell phone text messaging, using social networks,
and accessing e-mail through cell phones. It implies that atypical users of the Internet,
electronics, and CMC, such as older generations that did not grow up with the technology we
have today may increasingly engage themselves in the technology to fulfill their own desires and
be efficient users of the technological opportunities that are available to them.
Online Social Networks and Social Support
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Online social networks are beneficial for individuals to interact and network with others.
Because of the wide accessibility the Internet provides minority groups are able to find a
community with others like them or other people that are experiencing similar situations and can
relate to one another with the use of social network websites. Online social networks are popular
forms of support groups for diseases, such as cancer and addictions as a couple examples, that
provide encouragement, companionship, and community for people with similar experiences
(Rier, 2007). Based on this assumption studies have been done to examine the depth of
disclosure on these social network sites and measure the helpfulness of these minority groups
who lack a sense of community and are using social network sites to fulfill that absence of
belonging. In a study of online social support group websites dealing with mental health support
concentrated on researching the interdependence of variables like, amount of communication
time spent on online support groups, network size, and satisfaction of support and
communication received from the site. The results showed that the amount of time consumption
spent on these online social support group sites were directly affected by the network size and
the quality of the information and feedback (Wright, 1999). The data imply that the larger the
size of a network the more likely an online social network site user is to receive quality
information and feedback because of the vast amount of people the network reaches; therefore,
increasing their satisfaction rate of the social support network. This study also indicates that
social networks and online support groups must tailor their website and its networks to the
targeted audience with similar needs and motive in order to be successful (Wright, 1999).
Rier (2007) argues that social networking sites for support groups do not necessarily
guarantee community and helpful information due to disclosure issues, which can depend on the
topic of interest to that specific network. In his research he studied the effectiveness of
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disclosure on an Internet support group site for the HIV infected population. It is thought and
argued that by being able to share experiences with a large network of others who can relate and
give advice can be empowering and helpful in easing the pain and hardship of illnesses; as well
as maintain relationships and provide sympathetic and emotional release (Street, 2003; Tan,
2008). Having a large supportive network provides positive outcomes of satisfaction (Wright,
1999). Accordingly, it is argued that in networks that involve sensitive situations disclosing
information even to those that can relate can be skewed and dishonest, such as admitting
truthfully the reason of how a patient contracted HIV because of the stigma that comes with it
(Rier, 2007). In a similar research study involving Alcoholic Addict Meetings Online its
findings suggested that for this particular group, an online network support group was beneficial
in the sense users could extend their communication with specific users that had a connection or
similar experience that is hindered in a face-to-face AA because of time restraints (VanLear,
Sheehan, Withers, & Walker, 2005). Online support groups for this audience was also beneficial
because it made the support group accessible at all hours and for people in isolated areas or ones
lacking transportation (VanLear, Sheehan, Withers, & Walker, 2005). CMC is described as an
efficient tool for social support because of the asynchronous communication and anonymity
(Colvin, Chenoweth, Bold, & Harding, 2004). Other than just convenience and anonymity of
social networks as a support group studies have found that asynchronous communicated groups
had higher levels of disclosure and supportive behaviors in comparison to synchronous AA
group meetings (VanLear et al., 2005). By the differences in results of such similar studies
(VanLear et al., 2005; Rier, 2007), the varying results conclude that perhaps topical interests of
the social network support group plays an important role in the level of disclosure and interaction
of the online social network site. VanLear et al. observed that non-AA online support groups
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balance out informational and emotional support, while AA online support groups fulfilled more
emotional support rather than information. This observation connects to the implication that
social networks and online support groups must specify their network’s motive and the people
within their network in order to target to a specific audience’s needs (Wright, 1999).
Facebook and the New Era of Social Networking
The social network sites that the majority of the population are familiar with and think of
when they heard the term “social networks” historically began in 1997 when SixDegrees.com
combined popular features of CMC technologies, such as the ability of creating profiles, listing
friends, and searching their friends’ lists to make more friends. Rather than offering community
and support as previous social network groups SixDegrees.com was promoted as a tool to assist
people in maintaining relationships and connecting with other people and the popularity and
phenomenon of social networks grew (Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Boyd and Ellison (2008) state
that Facebook began in early 2004 as a Harvard-only social networking site that expanded to
include other colleges and universities, to high schools, to corporations, and now to anyone who
has an active e-mail address and wants to join.
Unlike social support network sites, Facebook is an online social network to connect
friends and/or acquaintances or to maintain and reinforce current relationships. Facebook offers
users the ability to maintain a clean-cut profile layout with general information, like education,
work background, and favorite interests. But, the site also allows users to tailor their profile with
the addition of applications, like games, quizzes, share song clips, post videos, and much more
(Zywica & Danowski, 2008). Studies that have been conducted to see any demographic
differences of active Facebook users and non-users found that the demographics were very
similar to active users of Facebook to the non-active users suggesting that engaging in social

Facebook and the Alternative Generation

12

!

networking on Facebook is a matter of preference (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007).
Supporting evidence show that social network use among active users observed under different
variables, like age or race, was not prominent enough to make a claim that variables make a
difference (Hargittai, 2008). Research in this field of interest of social network sites provide
some evidence that in regards to the class year, age, and status of living within the campus
community or at home with their parents the studied college age demographic represented that
there is a slight change in the amount of Facebook usage. This indicates that users of Facebook
gradually spend lesser time on the social networking site as they go through their college career.
There’s also the implication that if a student is not living on campus or within the campus
community and is not more involved with other fellow students, they are less likely to engage as
much time and effort on Facebook to people they were not close to or people that they were
unlikely to socialize with in real life (Ellison et al., 2007; Hargaittai, 2008). While the findings
about low self-esteem participants and the use of Facebook were indefinite it was found that the
research study participants that were highly satisfied in campus life and had high self-esteem
were very likely to be engaged in Facebook as a tool to build social capital and maintain
friendships and make new contacts (Ellison et al., 2007).
Self-esteem, self-image portrayal, and the interpersonal depth of “friendships” on
Facebook are overlapping and associated fields of interests currently being studied, such as, a
study done examining self-esteem levels and its effects in the self-portrayal of users on Facebook
(Zywica & Danowski, 2008). In this study, the results suggest that low self-esteem participants
admitted to posting something on their Facebook profile to appear popular to others. The results
also revealed that low self-esteem participants were more likely to express more about
themselves on their profiles and exaggerate information. The participants of the study that were
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identified as popular resulted in changing their profile picture and admitted to the importance of
self-presentation on their profiles to others. Interestingly, the participants identified as popular
were less likely to admit they suited their profile for the motive of popularity of the satisfaction
of others than the low self-esteem participants who were more openly admitting to their motives
(Zywica & Danowski, 2008). In contrast, college students that reported low satisfaction and
self-esteem with college life were less passionate Facebook users (Ellison et al., 2007). By
looking at both of these results dealing with self-esteem it cannot be implied that low self-esteem
is automatically related to the level of Facebook engagement because low self-esteem
participants were just as likely to be engaged in Facebook as low self-esteem participants that
were non-users or not as engaged users of Facebook (Zywica & Danowski, 2008; Ellison et al.,
2007).
The significance of how Facebook users are viewed by others based off their list of
friends on their profile is being studied to see if other’s impression of an individual is affected by
the physical attractiveness and appearance of that individual’s friends. The findings in
experimentation show that the more attractive in appearance of the friends posting on an
individual’s Facebook wall then the more likely the individual is going to be perceived as
attractive (Walther, Van Der Heide, Kim, Westerman, & Tom Tong, 2008). Another factor that
increases a profile owner’s attractiveness by others’ judgment is dependent on the number of
friends they have. The more number of friends a Facebook user had, approximately about 300
plus, the more attractive they appeared to others (Tom Tong, Van Der Heide, Langwell, &
Walther, 2008) and a higher social capital is perceived by other users (Ellison et al., 2007).
These results are related to the findings by Zywica and Danowski (2008) that found low selfesteem participants in their study disclosed more information and presented themselves in a
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manner to portray or achieve popularity. This assumes that the more friends these low selfesteem participants gained the more popular and attractive they felt which then results in a boost
of self-esteem. It has also been observed that individuals associate a high number of friends as a
gained social capital (Ellison et al., 2007), which could also play into why low self-esteem
Facebook users attempt to gain popularity through their maintenance of their profile. These
findings imply that self presentation and the connections viewed on a Facebook users’ profile is
associated to their self-esteem and others’ perception of them (Tom Tong et al., 2008; Walther et
al., 2008; Zywica & Danowski, 2008).
One similar observation about these studies on Facebook and other comparable social
network sites is the abundance of research done studying college students and their uses of
Facebook and social network sites in general. Facebook is only one of the many online social
networking sites available, and even Facebook is open to the public as of 2006 (Boyd & Ellison,
2008). Wright (1999), as earlier stated, argued that social network sites must adapt to their
specific audience and its needs, but as social networks like Facebook expand beyond its initial
audience it would be beneficial to conduct studies on how other users, other than college and
high school students, are using Facebook. As many social networks still address to their own
specific audience and their needs, such as Mixi for the Japanese culture, Cyworld for the young
adult Korean culture, and LinkedIn for business professionals as a few examples (Boyd &
Ellison, 2008), how will Facebook continue to satisfy its users with its wide range of users?
With social network research monopolized by college student participants, yet the expansion of
niche audiences and users it could be essential for Facebook’s success and continuing presence
among the social network sites to apply many of its current research topics to how their newer
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audience and different generations are adapting to the Facebook platform and how they are using
the site for their benefit.
Method
This study applies survey methodology to observe individual responses of adult
audiences and their uses of the social network website, Facebook. Interviews and questionnaires
serve as an important tool for the purpose of gaining and measuring information and perspectives
from individuals or groups (Fontana & Frey, 2000). In this study, survey data was collected
through an online survey link which assessed participants’ interpretations and usage information
of their Facebook account. The Internet is a useful medium for distributing research surveys
because electronic questionnaires offer advantages in collecting data by reaching larger
audiences than face-to-face interviews and traditional surveys (Witmer, Colman & Katzman,
1999). Some advantages of using web-based surveys are unique features that allow for more
accurate data collection, such as, program error messages being displayed when a research
participant does not fill in an answer to a question or skips over it accidently (Christian, Dillman
& Smyth, 2007). Distributing the survey via Internet websites and/or e-mails was vital in
reaching the target audience of post-graduates and adults with Facebook accounts.
In this study, survey data was collected through an online survey with a series of 11
multiple choice and five open-ended questions created with the use of surveymonkey.com, as
shown in the Appendix. A snowball sampling technique was applied to the data gathering
process. Snowball sampling is where researchers insist or ask present research contributors to
recruit more possible participants. To reach the intended post-graduate and adult audience to
participant in the research study the survey link was sent to a few managers and recruiters at a
local marketing services company comprising 5,400 plus employees that had previously agreed
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to assist me with this research. The link was also sent to older family members, friends, and
professors that fit the survey requirements. To further assist in data gathering and better reach
the intended audience the last page of the survey thanked respondents for their participation and
asked them to distribute the survey link to others that fit the requirements to take part in the
research. Snowball sampling was also used by formally asking those who had previously agreed
to help distribute the survey to send it to other co-workers, friends, and family that fit the
requirements via e-mail and/or posting the link on any of their Facebook profiles and other
personal and/or professional websites. Initially, the survey was distributed through e-mail,
Facebook messaging, and posting the link on my Facebook and LinkedIn profiles.
Participants were presented with an introduction statement that explained by taking the
survey provided consent to the use of their responses as part of this study and that their responses
will be kept anonymous and confidential. The introduction also explained that there were certain
requirements to take part in the research. Participants had to be over the age of 21, be a postgraduate or adult that was not currently enrolled in college or high school, and currently have a
Facebook account. Data was collected from February 22, 2009- March 5, 2009 for
approximately two weeks. Ninety-eight completed surveys were accomplished within the data
collection period and analyzed.
Surveys were analyzed with tools available on surveymonkey.com, which assisted in
providing an overview of the results and addressing trends and themes among the collected
responses and data. Because of the large number of participants and the limited time to identify
trends and themes these tools served as extremely beneficial in identifying and analyzing the
results. These themes were categorized in groups to reflect the most apparent themes identified
and broken down into smaller and more specific categories for interpretation. For the open-
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ended questions, the responses to each question were printed out to be read and coded to identify
represented themes and trends within the data collected. Afterwards, the trends and themes were
analyzed overall between the multiple choice and open-ended questions for comparison.
Analysis
Overview of Data
Within the 98 completed surveys, 70.4% of participants were female. The highest
number of participants were aged 30 to 40 (40.8%), followed by those aged 21-30 (39.8%), 4050 (12.2%), and 50 and up (7.1%). These results support gathered statistics that state the 35 year
olds and older demographic is the fastest growing audience on Facebook (Press Room, 2009). In
this collective study, 59.2% of participants got Facebook after they graduated college because
Facebook did not exist while they were in college. Only 4.1% of participants got Facebook
when it opened its site to the public because they did not attend college. These results imply that
college-educated individuals are more likely to get a Facebook account than the population
consisting of people who did not attend college. In previous studies, it was observed that within
college students the individuals who enjoyed campus life and were prideful of their university
were more likely to engage in Facebook because they identified with their represented network,
the school (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). Given the results in can be implied that
participants were more comfortable joining a college or regional network on Facebook knowing
they were university alumni and that the site was originally for college students to network with
other colleagues. After analyzing the data there were several trends and themes identified and
categorized into three main groups to address how adults are using the Facebook platform: Why
adults sign up for a Facebook account, privacy and usage, and engagement and time
consumption.
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Why Sign Up?
Observing the results of the survey, the most popular reason for getting a Facebook
account was to maintain pre-existing relationships with family members and friends (62.2%).
This result supports previous studies that revealed college students used Facebook primarily to
maintain pre-established friendships from high school and to strengthen new friendships made at
college, not merely acquaintances (Ellison et al., 2007), adults alike do the same. When asked
who the participants engaged with the most through Facebook, 75.5% expressed they
communicate with people they think of as close but don’t have the opportunity to talk to on a
daily basis; therefore, they use Facebook as a means of keeping in touch. Rier (2007) argues that
social networking sites do not necessarily provide community due to disclosure and interpersonal
issues associated with computer-mediated communication. CMC technologies lack nonverbal
cues and it is argued without nonverbal and interpersonal cues meaningful, in-depth disclosure is
less likely to occur (Kiesler et al., 1984). This can be an explanation to why the majority of
Facebook users only engage in the site to communicate with established relationships rather than
use the site to meet new people with common interests, which were only expressed by 13.3% of
the survey participants.
Privacy and Usage
With the majority of participants using Facebook to communicate only with people they
know or have met before, the results concerning privacy issues support that notion. About half
of the respondents (56.1%) stated they only allow friends to access their Facebook profile. This
is not surprising because of the previous stated results that none of the participants expressed
they used Facebook to communicate with people they barely know and would like to get to know
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better. Nearly two-thirds of the participants also expressed that they omit some personal
information on Facebook that they do not think everyone needs to know, as seen in Figure 1.

Only 13.3% of participants expressed that they fill in everything on their Facebook profiles. The
rest of the participants expressed omitting some degree of information at some point of their
Facebook experience. When asked to explain their reasons for omitting information from their
profiles, question 12 from the Appendix, many participants stated they omitted information
because of professional and security reasons. However, many also felt it was unnecessary to fill
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in some of the information because their friends already know those things about them. A
female participant in the 30-40 age demographic responded:
Some things don’t seem as relevant to me. And some things I don’t fill out
because my friends already know and it would seem silly to tell them. And some
things I don’t fill out because I can’t think of a good answer.
Another female participant in the 21-30 age demographic stated:
Mostly because I don’t have time nor the patience to fill a lot of personal
information. If I accept your friend request it’s because I know you and you
know me. So really it is pointless to share a bunch of personal stuff…
These examples reflect in their actions that many adult users of Facebook are only using it to
engage with pre-existing relationships and as a tool to stay connected with those relationships.
Only four participants out of the 98 that completed the survey did not know you could set your
profile to certain privacy settings, ten participants expressed that they actually customize what
certain friends can see on their profiles. These results show that the majority of the adults on
Facebook are well aware of how to navigate within the site.
Engagement and Time Consumption
The majority of participants reported to have 100-200 friends on their Facebook account,
much higher than assumed among the general age demographic being studied with 36.7% of the
total participants. Nevertheless, the same number of participants (15.3% each) reported to have
20-50 friends or 50-100 friends on Facebook. The data shows that there is an almost equal
chance that adults have over 100 friends (36.7%) or less (30.3%), as more clearly represented in
Figure 2.
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These results question if adults have the same notion as teens and young adults that the more
friends an individual has the higher their social capital and/or popularity (Ellison et al., 2007;
Zywica & Danowski, 2008). And, with further examination of the collected data and given the
supporting evidence from previous studies it was not surprising to observe that 63.5% that
reported to have more than 300 friends were in the 21-30 year old demographic range and not a
single participant that was aged within the 40-50 range or 50 plus range reported to have more
than 300 friends. The younger the participants (21-30) reflected more similar results in their
Facebook usage and network/friend size to college and/or high school students. These findings
are supported by preceding studies of college students and their association of popularity and the
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number of friends an individual has on Facebook (Zywica & Danowski, 2008), which age wise
could explain their similar use of Facebook compared to college students.
The majority of the adults who participated in the study also checked and maintained
their Facebook account more than three times a day, with 40.8% of the completed surveys.
Almost half the participants (41.0%) stated to check their Facebook profiles more than three
times a day, closely followed by participants (39.0%) that responded they check their profiles
once a day. These results show that approximately two-thirds of the adults that participated in
this study use Facebook on a daily basis. In spite of this, these findings are not extreme enough
evidence to claim adults engage in Facebook at an equal or less equal scale as the high school
and college students studied within research on online social networks because previous studies
have revealed that variables within active users of online social networks are not prominent
factors when it comes to their usage but more relied on their individual preferences (Ellison et
al., 2008). The majority of participants spend their time on Facebook by communicating with
friends and looking at other friends’ wall postings and photos, not much different than what
college and high school students report in terms of Facebook use. Playing games, using the
downloaded applications, meeting new people through Facebook, and selling/buying products,
real estate, and services through marketplace ranked low numbers. These results reinforce and
relate to the finding that varying demographics of active users of online social networks versus
non-active users are more heavily reliant on personal preference rather than a certain
demographic, such as age in this circumstance (Ellison et al., 2007; Hargittai, 2008). That is, if
an active Facebook user engages more in adding and using applications than another active user
there has not been sufficient evidence to support that age or another variable makes a defining
impact.
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Wright (1999) argues that social networking sites must adapt their sites to different
audiences. Varying online social networking sites provide different needs to the audience they
attract, LinkedIn for business professional networking, MySpace for music and meeting new
people, and Cyworld and its appeal to young Korean culture as few examples (Boyd et al.).
Facebook has not needed to adapt their platform to specific audiences, unlike other social
networking sites that are more narrowly focused in terms of their audience, because Facebook
allows flexibility to its users with its vast privacy and account preferences, as well as the extra
applications that can be added to the users’ preferences. Through the conducted research it
shows that Facebook and its popular success isn’t necessarily credited to Facebook adapting to
its varying audiences after opening its services to everyone but more greatly focused on the
concept that users of social networking sites know which online social network fulfills certain
needs. When asked, “Has there ever been a moment where you thought twice about accepting a
friend request? (Whether they were random or an old acquaintance/friend) Why did you think
twice about it?” (Question 13, Appendix) One female respondent aged 30-40 answered:
Yes, I don’t want co-workers as friends (that’s for my LinkedIn profile) and a
friend’s ex contacted me once.
A male respondent aged 30-40 stated:
Yes… was not very good friends with them in the past, and/or instances where I
have a professional relationship with them, not a personal one.
Through these responses it is noticed that the participants take on their own responsibility to
make online social networks work for their needs. They do this by excluding co-workers from
their friends list on Facebook, but as the female respondent revealed will acknowledge them
through LinkedIn. The participants are well aware of the different atmosphere and service the
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online social networking site, Facebook, provides. And, although Facebook does provide
specific networks for business organizations similar to how many users are identified by their
university’s network these individuals are not expecting Facebook or one single site to alter its
layout and/or services to all their needs and desires of a social networking site. In another answer
from the same question a male participant aged 21-30 reported:
No, I started a business in college and I’m friends with a lot of my clients through
Facebook. I figure every new “friend’ is just another potential to reach new
people who might somehow get directed back to my page and want to use my
services! I make sure that all my information on my profile I don’t mind my
clients to see. I’m very open with my clients and always develop a personal
relationship/friendship with them, so I’m happy for them to be able to access lots
of personal info about me quickly so they feel like they get to know me better!
In this response, the participant clearly explains how for his own benefit he allows almost
everyone to be his “friend” on Facebook because it allows him to use Facebook as an advertising
and professional networking medium for his business. Privacy issues and openness to others are
preferences that vary among individuals, but this individual demonstrates through his answer that
although he is open to new friends to view his Facebook profile he is aware that there is only
certain information he wants them to be able to view and he assures that by maintaining his
profile. This answer is evident that Facebook users make the site work for their preference,
rather than expecting the site and its platform to adjust to each and every individual need of the
user. For instance, for a more business professional individual they may not be as willing to
accept certain friend requests because of their professional background and/or status, but another
business individual that can use social network sites to gain recognition and gain niche audiences
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may be much more likely to want to expand their network and make more connections through
Facebook.
Is it noted after analyzing the results of the survey, many expressed professional and job
related reasons to why they omit information and/or reject certain friend requests. When asked
for the reasons participants omitted information, question 12 on the survey shown in the
Appendix, a female respondent aged 21-30 stated, “While I use it mainly for keeping in touch
with friends and family, I still want to keep it professional as I never know who will find me next
on Facebook.” A male participant aged 50 and over simply expressed,”Keeping a professional,
business-like image.” The need for adults to want to keep a professional demeanor on their
Facebook profiles can be closely related to the claims made in studies that revealed that the
appearance and evaluations made of an individual on Facebook by the people they are associated
with on their friends list does affect the behaviors of individuals and who they accept and/or
reject as a “friend”, as well as the interpersonal impressions associations can make on others
(Walther et al., 2008; Tom Tong et al., 2008). In this case, adults omit information for security
and job reasons but by their own benefit will decline certain friend requests yet accept others.
The results show adult users make these decisions based on their own judgment and perception
of what is acceptable to their status and/or career. The desire to keep a professional appearance
on Facebook can be viewed as a bit ironic as the majority of participants expressed they use
Facebook to maintain pre-existing, personal relationships, not professional ones.
As stated earlier, 40.8% of participants reported to check their Facebook account more
than three times a day. 37.5% of participants that checked their Facebook account more than
three times a day also had 100-200 friends. In previous studies, it’s been established that the
time spent on social networking sites was directly correlated to the network size and the quality
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of the information and feedback provided on the site (Wright, 1999). Boyd and Ellison (2008)
state since social network sites are mainly used for maintaining important relationships it makes
sense that social networks, like Facebook, have become such a central part of our society’s lives.
Therefore, this evidence explains why many participants’ responses showed that they sign on
frequently and their time consumption on the site was so high. With these results from different
studies, it can be established that Facebook’s success can be partly accredited to its vast audience
and variety of networks and/or communities Facebook provides. Facebook allows everyone and
anyone to make an account and profile, but users can make the network(s) they identify with as
specific as to what school they attend and/or business they work for to as broad as their region,
like the Washington, D.C. area as an example. Another reason Facebook seems so popular is
that users can make their profile beneficial to them with the adding of thousands of different
applications that are offered. The majority of the participants, 40%, that signed onto Facebook
more than three times a day also had five to 10 added applications followed by 37.5% having
less than five added applications. The results of this study make it clear that the more friends a
Facebook user has the more likely they engage on the social networking site, such as added
applications and signing on frequently.
Conclusion
Interestingly, the research data revealed an important finding that most Facebook users
that are adults have a college education. This is surprising data as Facebook is one of the most
popular online social networking sites and is available to anyone that wants to join with no
limitations. This result is reinforced with the fact that the majority of participants got Facebook
after they graduated, but only because Facebook did not exist while they were currently enrolled
in college. It can be implied that the reason the majority of adult users are college educated is
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that they were capable of obtaining an account prior to Facebook opening its site to everyone as
long as they still had an active college e-mail address to sign up. Also, as stated earlier people
with a college education may have felt more comfortable joining Facebook as it was originally
college exclusive.
Although the majority of the research participants fell in the 21-30 and 30-40 age
demographics there was representation in the 40-50 and 50 and up demographics as well.
And, other than the frequency of signing onto their account, these older generations use
Facebook very similar to the younger generations, primarily to communicate with preestablished relationships, like friends and family. This finding supports previous studies that
found network size directly affects time consumption and the social networking site users’
satisfaction (Wright, 1999) and that specific variables, like age, does not make a sufficient
impact on usage or engagement (Hargittai, 2008). An older adult (40 years and up) user may not
sign in as much as a younger adult (30-40 years) simply because they have a smaller number of
friends on their network. Therefore, with a smaller network size the less time is consumed. But,
the 40 and up participants that took part in the survey still engaged in Facebook demonstrated a
well-understanding of how to navigate within the site and its platform even if they did not sign
onto their profile as frequently as others.
Overall, it was interesting to discover that adults generally use Facebook quite similar to
the general college and high school demographics being studied within online social networking
research. Facebook did not have to adapt their platform or services to fulfill the needs of their
new and broader audiences when the site became open to everyone. It seems that society is wellaware of the different social networking sites and what kind of audiences and uses each site’s
atmosphere provides. Facebook was originally made to help college students network with other
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fellow students that they meet or already know. That concept has continued even with the
expansion and growth of the site. There are more uses of the present-day Facebook, other than
to communicate with others, with the introduction of applications, photo tagging, notes, and
video tagging. But, the primary usage of Facebook account holders remains to communicate
with pre-established relationships and that is why adults obtain an account and what they spend
the majority of their time on Facebook doing. This evidence can be supported by studies that
suggests lack of nonverbal cues in CMC technology cause most Facebook users to only interact
with other individuals that they view as close (Rier, 2007; Ellison et al., 2007), rather than use
the site to meet new people.
By the data collected, there were some distinct results to be addressed. This specific
study proposes the idea that women are more likely to get a Facebook account as the sex of the
research participants was dominated by females. The majority of the respondents also expressed
that they omit information on their Facebook profiles because of privacy and security issues, as
well as to appear professional for career and job reasons. Many explained that they know
potential employers will look at Facebook profiles before a hiring process; therefore, wanted to
represent a professional demeanor. Also, to keep personal information for internet safety caution
and to keep private matters confidential. This may be a clearer characteristic in the use of
Facebook profiles between college and high school users to post-graduates and adult users.
Many adults express a need to omit information, whether it was for one of the reasons stated or
all of them. And, the younger adults under the age of 30 and most likely recent post-graduates
did disclose in their open-ended question answers that they did alter their profile after
graduating, usually taking down college party pictures and personal information that could be
embarrassing and reflect their personality in a negative way.
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These findings about how adults use the social network Facebook is important to research
because it could be beneficial for many parties. It could be beneficial for Facebook if they
decided to provide more privacy options to increase satisfaction with current and future users, as
it is stressed within the data collected that security and keeping a professional image was
important to adult Facebook users. It could be helpful to marketers and advertisers to use
Facebook as an advertising medium to reach adults, especially the 30 year olds and over
demographic as it is the fasting growing age group on Facebook.com (Press Room, 2009). If
more research studies were done in the online social networking field of interest and studied the
differences among niche audiences it could be extremely helpful for companies and
organizations to reach new target audiences, as seen in the Obama campaign and its heavy
exposure on Facebook to reach young adults and teenagers (Shiffman, 2008).
Other than a focus on privacy and career-related concerns, these results reinforce that the
behavior and usage of adults using Facebook are quite similar to teens and young adults in
college. Given the results of the study it is also important to address that there were limitations to
this research study. The main concerns dealt with the short limited amount of time to collect
data and also that the majority of participants reached for the study was not a broad enough
sample. For example, it could be very well true that most Facebook users have a college
education but with the fact that I initially contacted business professionals, college professors,
and friends that had previously graduated from college my pool of research participants could
have been bias. And, there is a chance that those participants in return passed along the survey
link to others who are demographically similar to them in educational background. While
conducting the research, it was realized that perhaps the post-graduates in the age range of 22-30
should not have been included to the study or studied separately. In some ways, their internet
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usage and time consumption is very similar to college age students so that could have created a
biased result. Other limitations include participants not taking the time to provide accurate and
in-depth feedback to the open-ended questions. There were a lot of N/A’s (not applicable)
and/or question marks to skip over questions. It is critical to address that in some circumstances
the question truly did not apply to the participant or that the participant was confused by the
question, but it is equally important to address that participants may just have been in a rush to
finish the survey and did not give a meaningful answer. There was also no way to prevent
individuals that were not within the age restrictions from taking the survey which could lead to
skewed data. Also, perceptions of interpersonal relevance vary from person to person
(Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000), that is, individuals will interpret the questions and answers
differently from others. During the analyzing process another limitation was discovered, that
perhaps the questions about Facebook use among adults was too broad to really narrow in on
distinct differences in uses from adults to other demographics that have been studied.
For future research on this topic, it would be interesting to conduct this same study, yet
replace the social networking site with another one, like MySpace or LinkedIn. It may also be
beneficial to narrow down the area of research to a certain aspect of Facebook usage with more
specific questions pertaining to the topic. Such as, adults using Facebook on their cell phones
and/or PDA’s for a narrower topic example. Or, focus the research audience even more and
specifically study how non-college-educated individuals use Facebook, or how individuals over
the age of 50 use the network, or young children as a few instances for potential studies.
Another important area to research includes job recruiters and what they look for in a potential
employee’s Facebook profile, since career and professional reasons were a high priority in why
participants omitted information on their profiles and how they represented themselves on the

Facebook and the Alternative Generation

31

!

Internet. And, since Facebook is a globally popular social networking site it would be intriguing
to do comparison studies with one country to American Facebook users.
With Facebook’s expansion and continuing popularity it is no doubt that Facebook and
other social networking sites will be an increasingly popular area of study and research for the
future in our highly technology-influenced world. It seems Facebook has made a platform and
social networking atmosphere that is welcoming to a variety of people and ages. And, with
continuing updates and features it seems Facebook has a little something for everyone, but the
primary focus will remain of its service to help maintain relationships and stay connected with
close friends and family. The majority of adults that participated in the study revealed that other
than privacy and security concerns their usage of the site is quite similar to many college-aged
students and use Facebook as a daily CMC interaction. The overall impression from the results
of this study is that many adults that are engaging in the social networking phenomenon
understand that there are different atmospheres and uses of the varied social networking sites
available and are using Facebook for its well-known platform and main focus, to help connect
and share with the people in your life.
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Appendix!
Facebook and Adults Survey
Page #1 Introduction
Dear Prospective Research Participant,
My name is Nari Kang, and I am completing my undergraduate degree at Christopher Newport
University in Communication Studies. As part of the fulfillment of my degree requirements, I am
conducting research on the social network Facebook and how post-graduates and/or adults use
the social networking site, rather than the typical user of the high school/college audience. The
following survey will be used for the completion of my senior thesis.
In order to participate in the survey, you must meet the following requirements:
1) Be over 21 years of age
2) Be a post-graduate or adult (College education not necessary to take the survey)
3) Currently have a Facebook account
PLEASE DO NOT TAKE THE SURVEY IF YOU ARE CURRENTLY ENROLLED IN
COLLEGE OR HIGH SCHOOL
Your participation in this survey will be anonymous and confidential. By answering the
questions on this survey, you acknowledge you have participated willingly and consent to the use
of your responses as part of my final research.
Page #2 Demographics
1. Are you male/female?
2. Which age demographic do you fit in?
a. 21-30
b. 30-40
c. 40-50
d. 50+
Page #3 Why Facebook?
3. When did you get a Facebook account?
a. While in college
b. I got it after I graduated (Facebook did not exist when I was in college)
c. I got it after I graduated (Facebook existed but I didn’t have an account at the
time)
d. I got it when Facebook opened its site to everyone (I did not attend college)
e. Other
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4. Why did you get a Facebook account? (Check all that apply)
a. I wanted to stay in touch with friends from high school & add new friends as I
meet them at college.
b. I wanted to re-connect with friends from the past because Facebook didn’t exist
while I was in college/high school.
c. I wanted to use it to keep in touch with family and friends.
d. I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.
e. I was peer pressured to get one.
f. To network for professional purposes.
g. To network and meet new people though Facebook.
h. Other
Page #4 Facebook Usage
5. How often do you sign onto Facebook?
a. Only when I get an e-mail notification that someone posted on my wall, sent me a
message, tagged me, etc.
b. Once a day.
c. More than 3 times a day.
d. Once a week.
e. A few times a week.
6. How many friends do you have on your friends list?
a. Less than 20
b. 20-50
c. 50-100
d. 100-200
e. 200-300
f. Over 300
7. How many extra applications, like games, quizzes/surveys, fan pages, etc. do you add to
your Facebook account? (not including the default applications that are already included
on the original account, such as: photos, notes & videos)
a. I don’t add extra applications
b. Less than 5 added applications
c. 5-10 added applications
d. More than 10
8. What do you spend the majority of your time doing while engaging in Facebook? (Check
all that apply)
a. Looking at friends’ walls, pictures, etc.
b. Communicating with friends by writing messages, posting on their wall & using
the Facebook chat (similar to Instant Messaging)
c. Playing games & using your extra applications that you’ve added
d. Uploading photos & videos
e. Leaving comments on other users’ posts, pictures, videos, status, etc.
f. Editing your profile
g. “Facebook stalk”
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h. Searching new people to add as friends
i. Searching/making for groups, fan pages, applications that are of interest to you
j. Selling/buying stuff through marketplace
k. Other
9. Who do you talk to or engage with most on Facebook?
a. The people that I consider close/good friends that I talk to almost everyday
through other means
b. People I think of as close but don’t have the opportunity to talk to everyday so I
use Facebook to keep in touch with them
c. New people that I have met through interactions OUTSIDE of Facebook. (i.e.
REAL LIFE)
d. People that I barely know that I’d like to get to know better
e. Other
Page #5 Facebook and Privacy
10. Who do you allow to access your Facebook profile?
a. Only my friends and network
b. Only my friends
c. My network, friends and THEIR friends
d. Everyone on Facebook
e. I customize what certain ‘friends’ can see
f. I didn’t know you could customize who can view your profile
g. Other
11. What information do you provide on your Facebook profile?
a. I fill in everything! I like to share my hobbies, pictures, relationship status,
contact information, work information, personal information, etc.
b. I omit some personal information about myself that I don’t think everyone needs
to know.
c. I omit a lot of personal information; the only thing available is my name and basic
information like what network I belong to.
d. I used to provide a lot of information while in college but now that I have
graduated I have taken a lot of information off to be more professional.
e. I used to provide a lot of information when I first created a Facebook profile but
once I became more familiar with the social network I decided to take some
information down.
12. If you omit information on your profile, why do you do it and for what reasons?
Page #6 Facebook Experiences
13. Has there ever been a moment where you thought twice about accepting a friend request?
(whether they were random or an old acquaintance/friend) Why did you think twice about
it?
14. Were you hesitant about getting a Facebook account? If so, why?
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15. If you had Facebook in college, did you adjust your Facebook profile after graduating?
What kinds of changes did you make and why?
16. What was the most interesting and/or embarrassing experience you’ve encountered
because of your Facebook profile?!!!
Page #7 Thank You
Thank you for your time and effort. Your participation is greatly appreciated. If you'd like to
pass the link on to others that fit the participant requirements it'd be great help to my academic
research. Thanks again.
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