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Abstract 
The problem of conflicting social spheres occurs when 
communications are simultaneously visible to multiple 
social groups within a social network – as commonly 
occurs on social network sites (SNS). If 
communications that are seen as positive by one 
sphere are interpreted as negative by another then 
tensions might arise. The present study aims to provide 
evidence for the problem of conflicting social spheres, 
as well as for the underpinning assumptions. An online 
survey with 313 participants offered strong support for 
the problem of overlapping social spheres in SNS, as 
well as for the key assumptions that underpin this 
problem.  Implications for design are discussed. 
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Introduction 
SNS undoubtedly offer a number of benefits to their 
users. However as they become ubiquitous within 
society it is becoming increasingly apparent that they 
can also pose a number of privacy challenges for users, 
not least by potentially causing tension in social 
relationships [2,3]. SNS provide an arena where 
‘friends’ from different social spheres can 
simultaneously view a user’s profile. In this 
environment, people generally make decisions on what 
information they share based on which distinct persons 
or groups are the intended audience [3, 5]. Thus 
problems occur when content meant for one social 
sphere may become visible to another. This 
simultaneity of surveillance can present a challenge for 
users who endeavor to control information flows [5]. 

In keeping with communication privacy management, 
conflicting social spheres require rule negotiation and 
boundary maintenance, or the boundaries become 
turbulent [8]. Inability to manage boundaries 
successfully may encourage individuals to become 
enclosed in their own ‘self’ boundary, severely 
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restricting information throughput [1], and thus the 
content disclosed to SNS. 

The possibility of SNS use leading to tension in 
relationships rests on three key assumptions: firstly, 
that users have a diverse social network that 
encompasses a number of different social spheres. 
Secondly, that these spheres differ in the social norms, 
standards and expectations they hold about the user. 
And third, that the privacy mechanisms designed into 
SNS do not provide a way to manage the spread of 
information across diverse social spheres, or that users 
do not or cannot use the privacy settings available. 
Hence, if these differences did not exist, or if privacy 
settings provide adequate controls, then visible 
information suitable for one sphere would be unseen by 
all, negating the ability of SNS to cause tension in this 
way.  

The present study builds on previous research [2, 3] by 
not just examining evidence of network diversity but 
also by looking at whether or not users regularly view 
and believe they are viewed by a variety of social 
spheres simultaneously, and whether or not they use 
privacy settings to group spheres. The research then 
develops this by studying whether or not norms, 
standards and expectations about the user differ across 
social spheres. If this is the case, it will provide support 
for the underlying assumptions of previous research, 
and a strong base for further studies. Furthermore this 
study will highlight attributes of users’ lives which are 
most variable with regards to the standards of different 
social spheres, and therefore of higher interactional 
privacy concern.  

Uniquely, in the present study, we use self-discrepancy 
theory (SDT) to guide our investigations [4]. SDT 
asserts that individuals compare themselves to the 
norms, standards and expectations of internalized ‘self-
guides’. Self-guides are either ‘ideal selves’ or ‘ought 
selves’ that the individuals themselves or significant 
others think they should be. Accordingly, knowing the 
attributes of these ‘ought selves’ will show the personal 
standards of the individual or significant other they are 
linked to. Furthermore, SDT theory asserts that when 
people are discrepant from their self-guides, and these 
guides are activated, then this will result in feelings of 
dissonance that may lead to self-regulation of 
behaviour.  

Methodology 
A total number of 313 participants were recruited via 
Facebook. The sample comprised 69.6% females, and 
84% were in full time education. The mean age of the 
sample was 21.67 years (SD=4.03). 

Audience diversity was measured using a method 
similar to the grouping strategy used in previous 
studies [6]. 17 groups were adapted to suit a 
predominately young population. Participants were 
asked who out of these they viewed and they perceived 
viewed them at least once every two weeks. 
Participants were also asked if they used the site’s 
privacy settings to manage disclosure and spread of 
information. 

Participants completed an adapted version of the self-
attributes questionnaire (SAQ) [7]. The SAQ is a 
measure of the self-concept where 10 attributes 
(intelligence, social skills and competences, artistic 
and/or musical ability, athletic ability, physical 
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attractiveness, leadership skills, common sense, 
emotional stability, sense of humor and discipline) are 
scored on a 10-point scale in comparison to peers (see 
[7]). An additional five items were added to the scale to 
measure negative behaviors likely to cause tension 
(amount smoked, alcohol consumed, level of sexual 
impulsivity, recklessness on a night out and use of bad 
language). For each attribute they were asked what 
they think they ought to be (ought/self), participants 
also completed the same items for how they ‘ought to 
be’ according to three self-guides: their parents, 
guardians, employer (or potential employer) and 
romantic partner (or potential partner). The same items 
and scale were used for each self-guide.  

Results 
The results show that users have a diverse portfolio of 
friends. Respondents on average befriended people 
from 7.30 different social spheres (SD = 2.42, see 
Table 1). On average, they viewed the profiles of 
people from 3.34 spheres (SD = 1.82), and believed 
they were viewed by friends from 3.68 social spheres 
(SD = 2.05). Interestingly, the social spheres that 
respondents viewed largely mirrored the groups which 
they thought viewed them. With regards to privacy 
measures only 32.6% of participants managed varied 
spheres by ‘Listing’.  

A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to 
evaluate the differences in norms, standards and 
expectations of the self-guides as perceived by the 
users. The Huynh-Feldt correction was applied giving ε 
>0.75 throughout. The results revealed a significant 
difference between the self-guides (ought/self, 
ought/partner, ought/employer, ought/guardian) across 
all 10 original attributes and the 5 added attributes.  

Conclusion and discussion  
In answer to the research questions posed, users of 
Facebook report a diverse set of social spheres linked 
to their profile as ‘friends’, although they view (and 
expected to be viewed themselves by) a subset 
comprising approximately half the average number of 
spheres befriended. They do not tend to use the 
privacy settings of the site to group these friends into 
discrete spheres.  

The self-guides reported by participants illustrate the 
potential dangers of such overlapping social spheres. 
Across both positive and negative attributes there were 
significant discrepancies between how the individual 
thought they ought to be in the eyes of three different 
social spheres – parents, partners and employers – and 
how they perceived themselves. Given the tendency for 
SNS users to broadcast information across social 
spheres [2], the finding that different audience groups 
hold different norms and expectations could be a clear 
source of relational tension in social networks.  

Employers who are representative of work social 
spheres were perceived to hold significantly higher 
expectations than other self-guides. This is 
unsurprising, as many of these attributes are valued 
traditionally in the work place e.g. (leadership and 
common sense). Furthermore, we see convergence on 
the respondents’ ought/self, and ought/guardian. This 
supports the common notion that people’s standards 
are influenced by the standards of their parents. There 
was also a clear convergence between the perceived 
standards of employers and parents for the negative 
measures, arguably ‘bad behaviors’. Again this agrees 
with convention. Partners were perceived to have high 
standards in relation to attractiveness and humor, 
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again two factors desirable in a romantic context. They 
were also much more forgiving with regards to 
drinking, recklessness and use of bad language. This 
result is fairly predictable given that partners will be of 
similar age, have similar lifestyles, and arguably if their 
standards were too disparate in the first place they 
would not be involved with each other. 

Design Implications 
The problem of conflicting social spheres has already 
had an effect on SNS design, hence the development of 
the Listing function. However this function is 
underutilized. A possible strategy to increase usage is 
twofold: Firstly making the settings easier to adopt, by 
offering suggested lists based on existing network 
clusters uncovered through algorithms, machine 
learning or visualization methods to group users. 
Secondly educating users by adding reminders of the 
importance of listing above their Feeds, a strategy that 
is already employed by Facebook in promoting user 
interface changes.  

Additionally, we propose that users are offered an 
easily locatable ‘one click’ privacy tool, which when 
activated locks down the information, as default to all 
Facebook friends, or if calibrated with the Listing 
function to specific social spheres. Thus when a user 
thinks it likely that some online information will conflict 
with others’ expectations they can instantly protect 
themselves. For example, a graduate currently applying 
for jobs may wish ‘click once for privacy’ before 
entering a crazy fraternity party, to avoid information 
links to employers. 
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