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he Internet has been hailed as “the single most pervasive, 
involving, and global communication system ever created by 

human beings, with a host of political, economic, cognitive, and 
sociocultural implications” (Chesebro, McMahan, & Russett, 2014, 
p. vii).  Nearly every aspect of human life is impacted in some way 
by the Internet, especially remarkable given its comparative infancy.  
No previous communication technology has impacted human life to 
such an extent in such a relatively brief period of time.  Furthermore, 
unlike previous communication technologies, we are truly able to 
study the Internet from its beginnings, which will impact not only its 
present understandings but also its continued development.   
 As with previous technologies, although not originally 
envisioned or intended for relational purposes, the Internet has been 
coopted to accomplish relational needs.  The initiation, construction, 
maintenance, and transformation of relationships, along with 
accompanying identity work, occur directly through the use of the 
Internet.  Moreover, relationships are indirectly present and involved 
in most other aspects of the Internet, including health-related issues, 
marketing, politics, knowledge and information generation, 
entertainment, employment, and all of that which makes the Internet 
a complete and comprehensive societal system. 
 Each of the articles appearing in this special issue highlight 
the progressive movement of the Internet from its earliest intended 
purpose of connecting data to its present emphasis of connecting 
people.  These articles represent only a small portion of research 
being conducted on our use of the Internet but illustrate the high 
quality of work in this area and the strides made in our understanding 
of Internet communication. 
 Miller and colleagues examine how social media has 
enhanced and complicated family communication dynamics.  
Applying the Communication Privacy Management theory, these 
authors examine conflicts emerging from the use of Facebook among 
family members, specifically regarding the management of private 
information.  Both scholarly and practical contributions of their 
findings, gleaned through qualitative analysis, are offered to readers.  

Next, Goble, Beattie, and Edwards examine the use of 
Twitterbots, automated programs that can tweet and interact with 
users of Twitter.  Employing Social Presence theory and quantitative  
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methodology, these authors explore differences in perceptions of 
communication quality between racially-depicted black and white 
Twitterbots.  Based on their findings, directions for future studies on 
race, automated programs, and social media are offered. 

Ross and Scholl then examine the use of social media by 
transgender individuals seeking social support related to medical 
transition.  Qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews revealed three 
themes showing how transgender individuals use social media to 
seek medical information and to negotiate their health identity. The 
author’s conclusions demonstrate the usefulness of social media for 
transgender individuals and provide implications for improving 
healthcare and support for transgender individuals. 

Seeking to explain why individuals attempt to engage with 
celebrities through Twitter, Pennington, Hall, and Hutchinson tested 
hypotheses derived from the Social Penetration theory, parasocial 
relationships, social cache, individual differences, and personality.  
Following the finding that a desire to interact arose from a 
combination of communication depth, parasocial relationships, and 
social cache, the latter was further validated through an additional 
study.   
 Finally, Foster and Thorson examine the relationships 
among Facebook relational maintenance strategies, relationship 
closeness, and stress.  Their results indicate a strong, positive 
correlation between closeness and Facebook relational maintenance 
strategies (i.e., social contact, response-seeking, and relational 
assurances).  However, when subjected to a moderated regression 
analysis, the relationship between closeness and relational assurances 
was moderated by stress—such that, the more participants reported 
being stressed, the less they reported posting Facebook messages 
related to the assessment or progression of their relationship.  
Significant differences in the extent to which family members, 
friends, and acquaintances use Facebook relational maintenance 
strategies are uncovered. 
 Our use of the Internet has profoundly transformed life on a 
global scale, and the ways in which the Internet is utilized continue to 
expand in both scope and significance.  Indeed, the Internet is used in 
ways unimaginable even a decade ago, and we will likely marvel at 
what will occur in the years to come.   

The research being conducted at the present time will 
influence transformations and understanding yet to occur.  The 
articles within this special issue offer an indication of what we know 
now and a glimpse of what we might witness and experience in the 
future.   
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