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Social media has enhanced and complicated family communication 
dynamics. For example, while Facebook gives many family members a space 
for connection, “friending” a family member on Facebook, or choosing not 
to do so, can make privacy management challenging and may serve as a 
potential source of conflict within the family. Such dynamics inspired the 
authors to ask college students how Facebook use has negatively influenced 
their family relationships and communication. Sensitized by Petronio’s 
(2002) Communication Privacy Management (CPM) theory, we qualitatively 
analyzed online survey responses (n = 80) and identified four themes in our 
participants’ family experiences with conflicts related to Facebook: (1) 
desiring limits on information co-ownership, (2) desiring expansion of co-
ownership rights, (3) creating inappropriate assumptions based on limited 
private information, and (4) encountering privacy breakdowns. Implications, 
both scholarly and practical, are discussed as well as limitations of the 
study. We recommend continued use of CPM for future research of social 
networking sites, such as Facebook, as well as family members’ careful 
consideration of how they manage private information online and offline. 
 

illions of users across the globe share private information on 
social network sites (SNSs) daily. Research suggests the average 

Facebook user spends approximately 50 minutes per day on the site 
(Stewart, 2016). Ninety percent of young adults (ages 18 to 29) use 
SNSs (Perrin, 2015) to improve relationships with distant family and 
friends (Waters & Ackerman, 2011). Millennials (i.e., the generation 
of people born between 1981-2000) constitute the first generation in 
human history to perceive behaviors like texting and SNS use as 
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necessary daily social activities. To remain connected to their 
millennial loved ones and understand them better, older generations 
also incorporate SNSs into their lives (Taylor & Keeter, 2010). 

Of the SNSs, Facebook remains the most popular and highly 
trafficked platform on the Internet (Edison Research, 2016; Facebook 
2016). With over 1.65 billion monthly users and 1.09 billion daily 
users, Facebook is the chosen medium for many relational 
interactions (Facebook, 2016). Facebook enables the initiation, 
maintenance, and expansion of communication within families. 
Many adults join Facebook to reestablish relationships, connect with 
their children (Kontos, Emmons, Puleo, & Viswanath, 2010), and 
gain access to monitor their children’s and/or young adults’ 
Facebook page.  

Although Facebook typically enables individuals to enhance 
their relationships with others (Child, Duck, Andrews, Butauski, & 
Petronio, 2015; Fife, LaCava, & Nelson, 2013), Facebook constitutes 
a critical space in which people must actively manage their privacy 
and their relationships (Child & Westermann, 2013). For instance, 
declining a friend request can result in turbulence in a relationship 
(Child & Westermann, 2013). Despite this, college students believe 
Facebook positively impacts family relations, enabling family 
members to stay connected (Fife et al., 2013). Thus, even though 
Facebook facilitates new avenues for family interactions and 
connection between family members, the possibility for privacy 
breakdown, boundary turbulence, and potential conflict remains 
(Child & Westermann; Fife et al., 2013). Previous research finds that 
Facebook users who effectively use privacy settings and delete 
potentially invasive information when accepting friend requests 
report satisfaction with how Facebook improves their familial 
relationships (Fife et al., 2013). However, lack of understanding 
about how to use privacy settings might lead to privacy breakdowns 
and turbulence when those issues arise.  

As such, this study enhances the scholarly and practical 
understanding of how Facebook influences family relationships by 
examining moments when privacy management fails for individuals 
and their families, providing insight into moments when Facebook 
does not work to the advantage of families and the relationships in 
them. This research thus offers guidance to those who do not know 
how to interact with their families on Facebook to help them avoid 
privacy breakdowns, misunderstandings with family members, and 
potential conflict.  

Understanding the privacy management issues that emerge 
from families connecting on Facebook remains essential in order for 
individuals to make better informed decisions about sharing private 
information in a semi-public sphere where “fuzzy boundaries” (Child 
& Starcher, 2016) exist. To advance understanding about Facebook 
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and privacy issues, this study first explores literature concerning the 
intersection between communication privacy management, family 
communication, and privacy breakdowns due to Facebook usage 
among family members.  

 
Communication Privacy Management Theory 

 
Studies about Facebook and other SNSs typically focus on aspects of 
privacy management and utilize Communication Privacy 
Management (CPM) theory (Petronio, 2002) as a theoretical 
framework to do so (Child et al., 2015; Child & Westermann, 2013; 
Fife et al., 2013). CPM centers on the premise that individuals own 
their private information and can erect and maintain boundaries to 
conceal that information from others, which range in permeability 
based on the information that is being kept private. Three distinct 
tenets form the foundation of CPM and the effective management of 
private information: (1) privacy ownership, (2) privacy control, and 
(3) privacy turbulence (Child & Starcher, 2016; Petronio, 2010). 
Privacy ownership determines who owns the information. The act of 
disclosure emphatically changes the nature of information from 
private, or controlled by one individual, to shared, creating co-
ownership of the newly revealed information between the parties 
involved in the interaction. In this sense, CPM asserts that 
individuals must constantly negotiate between the need to disclose 
private information to others and the desire to protect information 
from others (Child & Starcher, 2016). Co-owners do not always 
clearly articulate rules for shared ownership, causing ample 
opportunities for shared information to cause turbulence issues 
(Steuber & McLaren, 2015). Enacting effective privacy management 
strategies on Facebook can be complicated, yet such strategies are 
necessary to prevent privacy turbulence and breakdowns (Child, 
2015; Child, Haridakis, & Petronio, 2012; Child & Petronio, 2011) 
within family relationships. Within the context of family 
communication, issues related to shared information may also be 
impacted by family norms, learned privacy orientations, and 
individual motivations related to privacy (Petronio, 2002; Petronio, 
2010). The possibility of turbulence may be greatly amplified by the 
expansive nature of social media and the often ambiguous rules 
regarding what constitutes the decision to become Facebook 
“friends.” Individuals who use Facebook may find it problematic to 
control private information in such a public sphere where collective 
boundaries persist in a constant state of fluidity.  
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Facebook, Privacy Management, and Boundary 
Turbulence 

 
Despite the potential issues associated with boundary turbulence and 
Facebook, researchers find that Facebook typically influences family 
relationships positively, aiding communication across distances and 
deepening connections among members of the family. For example, 
Ledbetter and colleagues (2011) found that Facebook communication 
positively influences relational closeness. Family members—
siblings, parents and children, grandparents and grandchildren—use 
Facebook to remain connected with one another (Child et al., 2015). 
Facebook facilitates easier communication among family members, 
especially when families remain separated geographically, and in 
such circumstances, family members generally increase Facebook 
use to sustain familial ties (Child et al., 2015; Fife et al., 2013). In 
their study on college students and Facebook use, Fife et al. (2013) 
indicated that many of their participants portrayed their Facebook 
communication experiences with family as being positive, showing 
Facebook use can benefit familial relationships. Their participants 
reported using SNSs, such as Facebook, to enhance the relationships 
that they already have, not to foster new relationships with others. 
Moreover, research indicates that young adults typically accept friend 
requests from parents (Child & Westermann, 2013) and do not 
consider these requests invasions of privacy (Ball, Wanzer, & 
Servoss, 2013).  However, female participants remain more likely to 
friend parents than male participants (Ball et al., 2013). 

Strategies exist for managing privacy on Facebook. For 
example, users can and do delete information from Facebook to 
reclaim privacy rights (Child et al., 2012; Child & Westermann, 
2013). Research suggests that when parents friend request their 
children on Facebook, approximately 25% of the children will alter 
their Facebook information as a result of accepting the request (Ball 
et al., 2013). Although the most common reaction to a friend request 
from a parent is to accept without altering privacy rules, individuals 
remain more likely to delete information from their Facebook after a 
friend request from their mother than from their father (Child & 
Westermann, 2013). Because the level of intimacy in relationships 
changes over time, college students might adjust their information-
sharing rules with family members over time as well (Fife et al., 
2013). Knowing whether or not people alter their information on 
Facebook remains important, because the more someone engages in 
Facebook privacy management the more likely those individuals will 
communicate offline (Child et al., 2015).  

Facebook can certainly enhance the relationships of parent-
children dyads. Kanter, Afifi, and Robbins (2012) reaffirmed that 
children do not view the friending of a parent as an invasion of 
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privacy. They also reported friending a parent on Facebook reduced 
the likelihood of conflict in the parent-child relationship. The prior 
conflicts and prior propensity for conflict in the relationship 
influenced the effect that Facebook would have on the parent-child 
relationship. Child et al. (2015) also found their participants’ level of 
management of Facebook information was positively related to their 
willingness to communication in more depth offline with members of 
their family. For example, participants who highly managed their 
information on Facebook remained more willing to discuss issues in 
greater depth with family members offline than participants who did 
not highly manage their Facebook privacy. Child et al.’s results 
supported the reverse as well; little information management on 
Facebook decreased the need and likelihood for offline conversation, 
showing mediated communication influences the offline 
communication of families. 

Despite the positives of interacting with others over 
Facebook, researchers note potential downsides to using the medium 
to maintain relationships. For example, Fife et al. (2013) indicated 
that while users may attempt controlling the information they post 
and its presentation on Facebook, other people may post information 
about them publically on walls or tag them in photographs. 
Participants in their study expressed concern that older family 
members would see and misinterpret pictures and videos on 
Facebook; these participants worried that they would not have a 
chance to explain or account for what occurred in photographs and 
videos, leading to potential misperceptions. Moreover, when 
Facebook users have concerns about someone stalking their 
Facebook, they use a number of strategies to protect their privacy 
boundaries. They might begin to post vague statuses thus engaging in 
strategic ambiguity, for example. Posting less information constitutes 
another strategy that these individuals might use in response to 
potential stalking (Child & Starcher, 2016). Posting vague messages 
and/or less information can help Facebook users navigate complex 
relationship environments and maintain privacy boundaries (Child et 
al., 2012; Child & Starcher, 2016). 

When used improperly or without privacy management 
techniques, SNSs can cause tension within relationships and facilitate 
the spread of gossip and rumors (Debatin, Lovejoy, Horn, & Hughes, 
2009). In particular, the news feed feature can help “fuel the rumor 
mill” (Debatin et al., 2009, p. 97), and relationship status updates can 
generate gossip among friends. Binder, Howes, and Smart (2012) 
argued that increased diversity of contacts on Facebook increases the 
likelihood an individual will experience tension on Facebook, and the 
tension “is due to the friction between social spheres” (p. 1292). For 
example, an individual’s family and friends might have different 
perspectives on the appropriateness of certain status update posts. 
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The relations between spouses, siblings, and parents and children 
change as homes become environments filled with media. 
Additionally, wireless connectivity allows Internet access to be 
enabled outside the home. Parents may have less control over their 
children’s engagement online, which may be seen as a threat to 
parents (Zemmels, 2012). Thus, even though Facebook generally 
augments the relationships in families and among other users of the 
medium, moments of turbulence, privacy breakdowns, and conflicts 
might occur (Child & Westermann, 2013; Fife et al., 2013). As such, 
the current study examined moments when individuals navigated 
issues of privacy management on Facebook with family members. 
Therefore, we asked the following research question: 

RQ: What privacy-related issues occur when people recall a 
conflict that occurred between family members in relation to 
Facebook? 
 

Method 
 
Participants 
 
Participants were undergraduate students in communication courses 
and one marketing course at a mid-sized urban university in the 
southwest. The online survey was completed by 168 participants; 
however, 88 responses were excluded because: 14 (8%) participants 
indicated their family did not have or use Facebook, three (2%) 
participants were not friends with any family members, 53 (31%) 
participants did not experience any family tension due to Facebook, 
and 18 (11%) participants did not provide responses. Our final data 
set included 80 participants, including 36 men and 44 women whose 
ages ranged from 19 to 49 (M = 24.70, SD = 5.71).  
 
Procedures 
 
After obtaining IRB approval, we invited undergraduate students to 
participate in the study to earn course or extra credit. Eligible 
participants needed to be 18 years of age or older. Students interested 
in participating were directed to a brief description of the research 
study as well as the informed consent form via a weblink, and if they 
agreed to participate, they were taken to the survey. The data 
analyzed for this study was part of a larger study that investigated 
positive and negative impacts of Facebook on family communication. 
The online survey consisted of several sections, of which we 
analyzed responses for two open-ended questions (average response 
word count per response = 25 words), which took participants 
approximately ten minutes to complete. The first question asked how 
Facebook has constrained their family’s intimacy (“In your own 
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words, how has Facebook worked against your family becoming 
closer over time?”). The second question asked participants for a 
recent example of a family conflict related to Facebook (“Please 
recall and recount as recent an experience as possible where you and 
your family member(s) had a conflict due to something that happened 
on Facebook.”). We camouflaged participants’ responses in order to 
maintain their confidentiality, therefore names referenced in this 
report are pseudonyms.  
 
Data Analysis 
 
We analyzed the data using a theoretical thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) informed by our interest in how privacy management 
via Facebook impacts family communication. This form of thematic 
analysis is focused on a detailed review of one or more aspects of a 
data set. We focused on identifying what types of private information 
sharing evoked conflict among family members. We used category 
development sensitized by CPM, while allowing new insights to 
emerge. First, two of the authors extracted a random sample of the 
data (10% of the participants’ responses) for an initial round of data 
analysis. Each author independently read the data sample several 
times to become familiar with the content and generate initial themes. 
Then, the authors met to discuss their notes and identify 
commonalities in their observations. Although slight differences 
existed in wording of the themes, the authors agreed on the substance 
of themes identified in the data sample. Next, each researcher 
independently applied the themes to the rest of the data, while also 
making purposeful attempts to remain open-minded and let any other 
trends emerge naturally. The constant comparison method was used 
to solidify themes by continually comparing and contrasting themes 
and adjusting them for new insights (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Each 
researcher created a codebook of the themes and their properties, 
comparing and contrasting categories for further definition. Finally, 
they met to finalize the labeling and descriptions of the themes as 
well as choose exemplars. 
 

Findings and Discussion 
 
Sensitized by CPM (Petronio, 2010), our thematic analysis resulted 
in four themes about the complicated management of private 
information with family members via Facebook: (1) desiring limits 
on information co-ownership, (2) desiring expansion of co-ownership 
rights, (3) creating inappropriate assumptions based on limited 
private information, and (4) experiencing breakdowns in privacy.  
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Desiring Limits on Information Co-Ownership 
 
One of the privacy-related issues participants experienced was how 
to limit co-ownership of information. Participants described 
Facebook as a medium that had the potential for violations in privacy 
boundaries resulting in turbulence within family relationships, in 
particular when they desired to have more limits on the information 
their family “friends” co-owned. Participants characterized Facebook 
as an outlet that grants family members increased access to their 
private information, and co-ownership was not always positively 
viewed. Participants were sometimes unable to negotiate individual 
privacy boundaries and had to accept collective privacy boundaries 
for their Facebook friends. For example, Jamie shared, “I think that 
sometimes a barrier between family and social life is good. 
[Unfortunately Facebook] slightly breaks down those barriers.” 
Because of the collective nature and “fuzzy” boundaries on 
Facebook, participants’ family members were allowed to have 
unwanted access to their information; Dakota “post[ed] events or 
activities that [she didn’t] want [her] family members to see, but they 
somehow [saw] them.” Tatum was also upset that his parents “know 
almost everything if I post on Facebook. Sometime[s], I just wanna 
share with friends,” and Skylar suggested that “each person has 
personal business that they do not want the family to know about.”  

In addition to wishing they could limit information their 
family members accessed, participants also described turbulence due 
to perceived privacy rule violations on Facebook committed by 
family members. For example, Sage shared, “My cousins get really 
nasty and post private family business for the world to see without 
actually naming names.” Sage believed his cousins did not properly 
manage “private family business,” and it seems the “family business” 
may not have had clear boundary parameters or that Sage’s cousins 
breached the rules. Turbulence was also created “when family 
members disclose[d] personal [family] fights to their Facebook 
friends when they should stay between the family” (Harper), and 
when “there [were] some things that should not be posted on 
Facebook and should just be discussed amongst the family” (Ali). 
These examples reflect the participants’ desire for more limits in co-
ownership of private information on Facebook, but participants also 
reported that in certain situations family members wanted more 
access, which resulted in family tensions.  

Due to the “fuzzy privacy boundaries” (Child & Starcher, 
2016) established by the sharing of information with both known and 
unknown individuals, Facebook users experience unique challenges 
when attempting to control shared boundaries. This challenge is 
amplified when users are faced with the convergence of different 
audiences (e.g., family, friends, romantic partners) within the same 
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collective boundary. In such instances, individuals may seek to treat 
the collective audience as one entity instead of carefully considering 
who will have access to the information which will be shared. When 
information is shared with a collective group of Facebook “friends,” 
individuals must carefully consider the ramifications of allowing all 
parties to become “co-owners” of the shared information. One 
particularly problematic aspect is the assumption that both the private 
information holder and the information recipient(s) have the same 
privacy rules regarding co-ownership of the information (Petronio, 
2002; Steuber & McLaren, 2015). Our participants noted when 
family members violated a privacy rule by sharing information or 
revealing private family business on Facebook, their actions created 
turbulence within the relationship and the family. The dual impact of 
creating turbulence within interpersonal and family relationships 
represents the interaction of two distinct sites of communication. 
Clearly establishing and discussing rules related to the sharing of 
private family information on such a public platform would help 
alleviate potential turbulence. Additionally, directly addressing issues 
as they arise would also help establish rules regarding boundary 
sharing and co-ownership of private information. Facebook users 
may need to be more conscious about the posts they share on 
Facebook and how others might receive that information by 
employing CPM’s risk-benefit ratio, which stipulates that individuals 
determine the risks and benefits of a particular behavior/action before 
engaging in it (Child & Petronio, 2011). Facebook users can assess 
the risk-benefit ratio of a particular post before deciding to share it. 
This process may result in decisions to share it using a more private 
feature, such as messaging or groups, or to refrain from posting it. 

 
Desiring Expansion of Co-Ownership of Private 
Information 
 
Along with issues with limiting co-ownership of information, many 
participants described how they or other family members wanted to 
widen the boundaries of co-owned information. These cases 
generally pertained to parents feeling left out of their child’s 
Facebook friends list and/or a lack of face-to-face connection. For 
example, Charlie shared, “I won’t ‘friend’ my mom on Facebook, so 
every once in a while she’ll hear something through the grapevine 
that she didn’t know directly from me and she feels left out and upset 
because of it.” Charlie established an impermeable boundary by not 
accepting his mother’s friend request. In turn, his mother felt upset 
when she did not receive information directly from her son and 
ultimately felt “left out” due to their lack of connection. Several 
participants’ privacy concerns led them to unfriend, not friend, or 
block their parents, and that often made the parent feel disconnected 
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and hurt, which led to conflict. This was something Emerson 
experienced: 

I one time set many privacy settings against my mom so that 
she would not see posts by me or posts about me from my 
friends. I was still on her friend’s list, but completely 
blocked off. She was upset that I did that to her.  

While Emerson took proactive steps by managing privacy settings to 
block her mother, that blockage made her mother upset that she could 
not be a part of her Facebook life. Similarly, Kendall wrote, “My 
mother and grandmother often ask me why they cannot be my friends 
on Facebook. I just don’t want them bugging me all the time.” 
Kendall’s family wanted increased connection through the use of 
Facebook, but Kendall preferred to stay disconnected. 

Family tensions also related to a lack of face-to-face 
communication due to Facebook. Riley shared, “When the family is 
together, there are some family members that are checking their 
Facebook from their mobile devices instead of engaging in the 
conversation or activity the family is engaging in.” Participants also 
described how Facebook “detracts from one-on-one conversation … I 
feel that kind of catching up in person in a good thing” (Carey) and 
“creates problems by spending too much time on the website” 
(Sawyer). Participants also admitted they “spent too much time on 
[Facebook] and not enough with the family” (Zion) and that when 
they “could be spending family time, I would rather be on Facebook 
checking people’s posts [which negatively affects my family 
relationships]” (Angel). Too much time spent on Facebook 
potentially leads to tension between family members, if they feel 
Facebook is a barrier to developing and maintaining their 
relationships.  

As discussed with the first theme, the assessment of the risk-
benefit ratio may also allow users to realize there are particular 
family members who should not be allowed access to their 
information. The decision to block a family member from viewing 
one’s Facebook page represents an impermeable boundary 
establishment (Petronio, 2002) and may result in disconnection 
concerns by both parties or cause a breakdown in the relationship. 
Participants’ family members felt disconnected after being 
unfriended, blocked, or denied friend requests. A less severe option is 
to utilize Facebook privacy settings to protect certain private 
information from select audiences.  Some users may not want 
particular people to view their posts, but also do not want to unfriend 
the family member.  Users can manage their privacy settings and to 
control what certain users see while still maintaining a Facebook 
friendship. Therefore, to maintain privacy while also maintaining a 
sense of connection, it may be best for users to alter privacy settings 
and be more cautious as they decide what to disclose, how to disclose 
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it, and what restrictions to set for whom can see the information. 
Simply altering privacy settings can minimize or prevent turbulence 
from occurring on Facebook. For example, if someone wants to post 
a photo from a party over the weekend, he/she can block his/her 
parents or other family members from viewing that photo, while also 
maintaining Facebook friendship.  

Previous literature reveals that young adults generally 
accept their parents’ and family members’ Facebook friend requests 
and view family relations on Facebook as positive, making little to no 
changes to profile information (Child & Westermann, 2013) and 
regarding the inclusion of parents with increased relational closeness 
and decreased conflict (Kanter et al., 2012). In contrast to previous 
research, our study reveals that many participants wanted to keep 
their family and social life separate (i.e., private) and that family 
conflict often resulted from disconnection because of unfriending, 
blocking, and refusing friend requests. These findings reveal a 
dilemmatic aspect of SNS privacy management and family 
communication that warrants additional exploration from scholars.   

Furthermore, participants experienced family conflicts when 
either they first revealed information on Facebook and not offline 
with their families or when participants viewed information that their 
family members revealed on Facebook and not offline with them. 
This finding supports previous research suggesting that individuals 
are often more likely to reveal information on Facebook than in face-
to-face relationships (Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2009), 
which may lead to family conflict. Individuals might want to be more 
cautious about considering the ramifications of using Facebook in 
place of face-to-face communication as a platform to reveal 
important information to family members.   

 
Creating Inappropriate Assumptions Based on Limited 
Private Information 
 
The third theme identified in participants’ responses was that co-
owned information on Facebook sometimes led to family members 
creating inappropriate assumptions about one another. Participants 
described how tensions, and even conflicts, emerged from “posts 
being misinterpreted” (Ariel), “miscommunication issues” (Eden), 
“wrong interpretations” of their messages (Reagan), and “people over 
analyzing things, so it gives them a misinterpretation of what I’m 
doing” (Rylee). Specifically, Micah shared how his mother-in-law 
“would write something that made my wife feel sad, but my mother-
in-law meant no harm, but unfortunately it did,” as well as Alexis 
who noted her mother “does not understand some of the terms and 
thinks that I say things or post things that I simply like on my 
friends’ pages, and then she doesn’t understand why I would post 
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them.” Also, Blake mentioned having parents who “would not 
understand the views of my posts.” Several participants and their 
family members shared different perceptions about appropriate 
photos/posts to share on Facebook. In each of these instances, private 
information shared by the participants or other family members was 
misinterpreted causing conflict in the family.   

This important finding enhances our understanding of the 
ramifications of sharing private information within a collective 
boundary and provides an expansion to the premises of CPM.  Not 
only must users consider who will become a co-owner of the shared 
information, they must also consider how the information will be 
interpreted by individuals who are a part of that collective audience. 
Computer mediated communication may allow users quicker and 
easier communication, but they are separated by time and space, 
making it difficult to access additional information from the message 
sender and replicate face-to-face cues.  As a result, opportunities for 
substantial miscommunication and misperceptions are created 
(Hardaker, 2010). Therefore, it is imperative when evaluating privacy 
management decisions to not only consider the suitability of potential 
co-owners of the information but also consider how the information 
might be interpreted within the context of the communication. For 
family members, this concern is especially important given the wide 
range of family dynamics and roles unfolding within family 
communication interactions.   

 
Experiencing Privacy Breakdown 
 
The last theme reflects participants’ reports of when family 
members’ engagement on Facebook led to privacy breakdowns. 
These breakdowns were caused by (1) discoveries of private 
information through direct methods and (2) third-party privacy 
violations. One of the central tenets of CPM is that individuals use 
boundaries to control who has access to private information. Once 
information is shared, both parties must engage in boundary 
coordination through the use of privacy rules to control the flow of 
information to others. When privacy rules are violated, boundary 
turbulence, or conflict, occurs within the relationship (Child & 
Petronio, 2011). Although not all participants framed conflict 
concerns on Facebook as “privacy concerns,” Child and Petronio 
(2011) claim “the creation of an SNS for most users functionally 
establishes a collective privacy boundary between the user and those 
who access the site” (p. 23). When users allow and encourage others 
to share SNS profiles, co-owner permission of the posted information 
is granted and a collective boundary is established. 

Encountering privacy breakdowns due to discoveries of 
private information through direct methods. Participant accounts 
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described how direct observation of a user’s (e.g., the participant, an 
aunt or uncle, cousin, or grandparent) information (i.e., status 
updates, posts, photos, or videos) by family members (and their 
subsequent negative reactions to it) could be the cause for privacy 
breakdowns. Several participants reported that their private 
information was accessed by other family members, which then 
sparked tensions. As Jessie wrote, “there are certain things that I 
share online that I don’t share with my parents [face-to-face]. 
Because I have them listed as friends they can see what I share and 
feel left out.” Jessie openly shares information on Facebook, 
allowing others to become co-owners. His mother is an online co-
owner but was not receiving that same form of co-ownership offline, 
thus creating tension within their relationship. Quinn’s posts also 
created conflict: “When Obama won the election, I posted ‘I might as 
well not work because I could get along better on food stamps and 
welfare.’ My cousins were against [what I had posted].” Jaylin also 
posted a status update that created tension among her family: “Before 
I blocked them from reading my post[s], they would always question 
my status updates. I remember I expressed myself, and my mom said 
that my status update was embarrassing and disrespectful to the 
family.” Additionally, several participants shared that family 
members disapproved of the photos they chose to upload. Taylor 
wrote, “I posted a picture of my boyfriend online and my parents 
thought it was too soon and pressured me to take it off and I wouldn’t 
so they didn’t talk to me for a while.” London shared a similar 
situation, “My sister has complained that some of my outfits in my 
pictures show too much skin.”  

Participants also reported when other family members’ 
Facebook feeds led to struggles in their families due to the reactions 
they solicited. Peyton’s family experienced this process when her 
“aunt posted a political post that made others feel uncomfortable with 
it. Another member commented on it with their beliefs, and it caused 
some problems.” When Peyton’s aunt shared her personal beliefs on 
Facebook it allowed other “friended” family members to become co-
owners of that information, which led to conflict. Jamie experienced 
a similar situation when her “niece posted a comment about her dad 
which our whole family knew who she was talking about. She posted 
it because she was frustrated with the current situation that she was 
experiencing, and thought it wise to let the public know.” Both 
examples reflect situations in which family members became co-
owners of information that initiated conflict with the family. Other 
family members’ management of their collective boundary on 
Facebook often led to unwanted information being seen by others.  

These examples potentially reflect judgment errors on 
behalf of the participants who made the decisions to allow particular 
family members co-owners of the information they shared on 
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Facebook. When uploading photos, for example, users can engage 
the risk-benefit ratio to evaluate the benefits and ramifications of 
sharing the image with other family members. Rather than waiting 
for a boundary turbulence to occur, individuals can take proactive 
steps to manage their information on Facebook. 

Encountering privacy breakdowns through third-party 
violations. Third-party violations, or when a family member is 
shown information about the participant by a third party, often create 
breakdowns or turbulence within a relationship. In such instances, 
information individuals shared on Facebook was often not being 
appropriately managed by the individuals within the collective 
boundary. Participants who posted information on Facebook often 
had a “friend” show a family member the post who did not approve 
of it. When a third party leaked the participants’ information to a 
family member, that third party was often another family member 
who was Facebook “friends” with the participant. Casey wrote, “I 
had a picture of me in a sports bra after hiking and a family friend 
told my step dad about the picture and he got mad.” Phoenix reported 
how her privacy boundary was breached by her brother: “[He] saw a 
picture of my boyfriend on Facebook, showed it to my parents and 
they highly disliked it. They wouldn’t even meet him in person now.” 
Dakota had a similar situation with his uncle: “My boyfriend took me 
gambling and we hit a royal flush but my mom is heavily against 
gambling but my uncle saw it on Facebook and told my mom.” These 
situations demonstrate participants’ Facebook “friends” violating 
privacy rules related to the co-ownership of information. According 
to CPM, privacy rules can be violated because they are not clearly 
articulated by the information holder prior to sharing information.  
This may be especially true in collective boundary situations 
associated with SNS usage. These findings address an innovative 
area of CPM inquiry regarding how information is relayed on 
Facebook and how these communication tools might result in 
relationship turbulence and/or breakdowns. This knowledge enhances 
our understanding of where boundary coordination becomes “fuzzy” 
and how privacy violations are enacted within the Facebook 
platform.  

To prevent boundary coordination issues, users can stipulate 
individual rules for information that may be potentially risky. It can 
be challenging to draw boundary lines on Facebook, and ambiguities 
may arise about who has access to particular information. As Lange 
(2008) suggests, SNSs blur the lines between private and public 
information. It may be best for individuals to assess their boundary 
coordination practices and/or set explicit boundary coordination rules 
about private information to prevent further turbulence. If unclear 
boundaries are set on Facebook then co-owners (i.e., all of a user’s 
Facebook friends that are not restricted to information) are likely to 



18 Miller et al.              Iowa Journal of Communication 
 
view that information as highly permeable. Users can communicate 
to others not to share certain private information. Child and Petronio 
(2011) suggest individuals may need to stipulate restrictions on how 
their information is to be safeguarded on Facebook, starting with 
assessing their rule regulation about disclosures on Facebook that has 
led to uninvited family members having access to that information. 
They can then adapt the level of boundary permeability, ownership, 
and linkage rules to prevent further breeches from occurring. 

 
Limitations and Future Research 

 
This study is not without limitations. The use of an online survey to 
garner responses to open-ended questions allowed the quick 
collection of a large number of responses but also limited our ability 
to probe for more details. Further research in this area would benefit 
from the use of semi-structured interviews that allow for follow-up 
questions with participants, which would gain more depth into 
privacy management issues surrounding Facebook usage within 
families. This study also involved the use of retrospective reports, 
which could decrease the reliability of the information provided by 
participants. Researchers could consider using diary methods where 
Facebook users monitor on a daily or weekly basis the instances of 
privacy management concerns specifically with their family 
members. Also, given we collected only one family member’s 
responses to the questions, it would also prove interesting to include 
multiple familial perspective on these issues regardless of using 
interview or survey methods. In fact, Houser, Fleuriet, and Estrada 
(2012) suggest researchers collect data from more than the one 
individual in a relationship when researching computer mediated 
communication. Doing so would allow researchers to understand 
privacy management issues on Facebook from different points of 
view. 

This study also may inspire several lines of inquiry for 
scholars to address in the future.  First, given over half of our initial 
sample did not report useable data at the time of the survey, we are 
concerned the prevalence of Facebook conflict is impacted by how 
individuals manage their profiles. For example, recent research 
shows that social media users frequently manage their online privacy 
by returning to previously posted information and removing or 
editing vulnerable data for a variety of motivations, a practice known 
as “blog scrubbing” (Child, Petronio, Agyeman-Budu, & 
Westermann, 2011; Child et al., 2012; Child & Westermann, 2013). 
They note that users want to effectively manage impressions (e.g., a 
desire to remove risky information due to anxiety of family members 
accessing their blog) and to prevent conflict (e.g., deleting a photo 
with a gun due to a negative expected reaction from parents). Blog 
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scrubbing may account for some of the lack of responses by 
participants. We suggest researchers continue to explore what might 
influence the absence of Facebook conflict in certain families or for 
specific family members. 

 Additionally, some researchers examine the cultural 
differences in how computer mediated communication and SNS use 
influences communication behavior (Al-Raba’a, 2012). Future 
research should continue to examine the effects of cultural 
differences on how individuals communicate using SNSs. For 
example, individuals living in individualistic cultures might 
experience more conflict on Facebook than individuals living in 
collectivist cultures. This is because individuals in individualistic 
cultures might post information without considering how that 
information affects the identities of others. Moreover, researchers 
should consider the influences of gender, socio-economic status, and 
age on how individuals use and communicate with SNSs (Al-Raba’a, 
2012), and ask questions such as, “How, if at all, do men and 
women’s perceptions of family Facebook conflicts differ?”; “How 
does family socio-economic status relate to the content of their 
Facebook conflicts?”; and “Do families experience more intra-
generational than inter-generational family Facebook conflicts?” 

Lastly, relational turbulence created from Facebook can 
create offline family tensions. For example, our study noted several 
instances when disconnection concerns involving Facebook led to 
disconnection and tensions offline. Future research should continue 
to examine how online conflicts influence offline interactions and 
conflicts and vice-versa.  
 

Conclusion 
 
The results of this study provided key insights into how the 
enactment of certain privacy management strategies on Facebook can 
contribute to conflict within the family. The four themes 
demonstrated the ramifications of current Facebook user privacy 
management strategies. As the number of families that use Facebook 
as a communication tool increases, users must understand and 
consider the risks associated with sharing certain types of private 
information in such a public sphere. In hopes to reduce family 
conflict due to Facebook, we suggest users gain awareness about 
their practices and take proactive steps in managing their Facebook 
accounts through the risk-benefit ratio, privacy settings, and 
boundary coordination rules. Enacting strategies to mitigate negative 
consequences will help family members avoid conflict and enhance 
family communication. 
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