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I. SUMMARY
We examine the reasoning behind and factors that affect people's friending practices on
Facebook, particularly concerning familiarity with an individual and whether people are
influenced by mutual friends. We believed that Facebook users evaluate friend requests based
largely on their degree of familiarity with the other person and at a certain level of friendship
people generally always accept a request. By acting as participant-observers and friending
students in the Georgia Tech network of varying degrees of familiarity and gathering information
via a survey, the group discovered that familiarity seems to be the most important factor to
people when assessing whether or not to accept a friend request. In particular, people value
knowing someones name, having met that person, and how well they know and get along with
someone. However, the less familiar people are with whomever friends them, the more they take
into account that person’s mutual friends and network. In addition, people have about a 73%
chance, overall, of having their friend request accepted, with this percentage significantly
increasing for acquaintances and buddies and dropping to around 50% for distant strangers.

II. INTRODUCTION
Social networks serve as extensions of people’s social worlds. They also serve as
boundaries that extend the number of people individuals can contact and limit who can contact
them in return. They consist of strong and weak ties. Characteristics of these ties include
closeness, context, and familiarity. A typical user’s friends are made up of only a select few
close ties with the rest consisting of weaker but still significant and active ties. The number of
weak ties tends to increase with technology while the amount of close ties stays relatively the
same. Online social networks enable people to maintain contact with weaker ties when they
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otherwise wouldn’t keep in touch. Other people elect to maintain a higher level of privacy in
order to control who has access to their information. For example, individuals may choose
different profile settings for different categories of friends, thereby keeping their work friends
separate from their close friends. Nonetheless, by increasing their friend network, people are
broadening the meaning of "friend," making sustaining or keeping track of all of these
relationships quite challenging (Boyd and Donath 79-81). A fairly significant group of people
exist who are willing to become online friends with others without actually knowing the
individual. This fact begs the question “why are people willing to become friends with
strangers?”. According to Boyd and Donath in “Public displays of connection,” people may
simply desire to have more online friends. Other people may find the requester interesting. In a
number of cases, the person may live in the same city or attend the same school, both of which
could justify becoming friends. Others may accept a request because of the quantity and quality
of the mutual friends they share with the other person, providing common ground. Knowing
someone is connected to people they already know and trust is one of the simplest ways of
forming trust with a new acquaintance. Public connections are a way of expressing that people
think someone is reliable. If someone makes up information or exaggerates the truth, real friends
would know and probably say something (73-4).
There are three defining factors of online relationships that differ from real world
friendships: links are mutual, public and nondiscriminatory. If A includes B as a connection, then
B has agreed to list A as a connection as well. Links are also public. By becoming friends with
someone, people give the other person the ability to view their information, and other people can
see the connection as well. Finally, links are nondiscriminatory. Facebook and other social media
sites do not make distinctions between close and distant friends.
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Based on this background research, we wanted to evaluate the reasoning behind and
factors that affect people's friending habits on Facebook, particularly concerning familiarity with
other users and whether or not someone’s mutual friends actually play an important role when
deciding to accept, reject, or ignore a friend request. In the group’s opinion, Facebook users
evaluate friend requests based on an internal "acquaintance rating" that determines whether they
are familiar enough with someone to friend that person; a critical point exists along this scale at
which friend request acceptance rates peak.

III. DESCRIPTION
The group used several different theories to support our experiment’s hypothesis. One of
these theories is Dainton’s communication theory, which looks at the way people create, sustain,
and manage meaning with others. Communication theory investigates how people produce
relationships and give them meaning. Another concept of communication theory considers how a
person says or communicates something gives it meaning. Relating this concept to the
experiment, the group decided to look at who accepted our friend requests, and, with the aid of a
survey, what reasons people are accepted as friends. The group also took an ethnographic
approach by participating in the experiment as observers. Ethnography can be described as an
observational method of studying the nature of the people being observed. Data can be collected
in an ethnographic study through participant observation, interviews, or questionnaires. Our
group acted as spectators, as discussed by Sturken and Cartwright, since the subjects were
humans.
In addition, in "Public displays of connection,” Donath and Boyd claim that social
networks are part of one's social world. They act as boundaries, controlling the number of people
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someone can contact and who can contact that person in return. This idea can be directly applied
to Facebook since users are in control of who they accept or reject. Donath and Boyd discussed a
typical network as consisting of 3-6 close ties and 5-15 less close but still significant ties. Donath
and Boyd claim that social networking sites such as Facebook provide a way for people to be in
contact with those weaker ties with whom they would not normally keep in touch. By increasing
the number of friends in a network, the original meaning of “friend” is broadened (79-81). The
group believed the experiment would, in particular, reveal this expanding meaning of friend.
With Facebook being among the largest social sites on the internet, it has become
increasingly one of the prominent forms of communication. With our research, we hoped to
deconstruct Facebook with special attention given to Facebook friends: how one defines a
Facebook friend, how a user chooses who to accept or reject, and the various trends that emerge
from these choices. Specifically, our interest lies in determining at what level of friendship
acceptance rates peak. By utilizing the Brunswick model, which states that people’s individual
behavior and what is produced by it is representative of their personality, we seek to analyze the
collective Facebook personality as it concerns friending practices by examining real friend
requests instigated for the sake of study (Utz). Since it has been shown that Facebook profiles
accurately represent personality, the same may hold true for Facebook friends and offline
friends: by studying online friends, we could discover trends that are true in the real world (Utz).
However, by connecting with someone online, your relationship becomes more visible than it
would ever be in real life, imposing a degree of social risk that users must evaluate before
accepting a friend request (Donath). Despite the blanket term “friend” used by Facebook to
describe connections, many different types of relationships can develop on Facebook, making the
term friend quite difficult to define, especially online. A Facebook user may accept a request
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from someone they do not know “if only to avoid offending them,” resulting in a strange limbo
in which they are friends online but may not describe each other as friends in real life (Boyd).
Part of the challenge of investigating friending practices lies in that friending rules vary
drastically from person to person. Some people take a liberal approach and accept most anyone
who asks while other people prefer to keep a small group of close friends online. By examining a
random group of people these marginal friending practices can be minimized, yielding an
average representation of what level of friendship most people are comfortable accepting on
Facebook.

IV. METHOD
In order to examine the reasoning behind and factors that affect people's friending
practices on Facebook and to test the thesis, the group devised a two-stage process. The first
stage of the process was the friending stage, which involved the recording of our participant’s
actions, and the second stage was a survey researching our participant’s opinions about friending
habits. In the first stage of the process, each group member friended approximately twenty to
thirty people belonging to our target group. The target group consisted mostly of people that
were already friends with other members of the group and belonged to the Georgia Tech
community. The reason that the group friended friends of group members was so that when we
moved on to the second stage, the group members would be able to send the surveys to their own
friends instead of to random people that they did not know. For instance, if Colin friended
Daniel’s Facebook friend John Doe, who is a distant stranger to Colin, Daniel would send John
the survey rather than Colin sending it to him as a distant stranger. The process was shaped this
way in order to make it more likely for the people that we friended to respond to the survey. In
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order to do the friending, the entire group met together for a friending session and searched for
people to friend that fell under the categories of Distant Stranger (DS), Familiar Stranger (FS),
Acquaintance (A), and Buddy (B) as perceived by each group member. These 4 categories were
inspired by an article written by the author of the “Life of J” blog. The author introduced a scale
of friendships, Acquaintance(A), Buddy(B), Consultants (C) and Dearest (D), which he applied
in his personal life. Finding that a scale of friendship would be useful to this research, the group
revised the scale, making it fit closer to the situation related to the accepting of a friendship
request on Facebook. We have thus defined DS, FS, A and B as the following:
- DS: I've never seen or heard of this person
- FS: I've seen this person around and may have spoken to him/her
- A: I would be comfortable talking with this person and we know each other's names.
- B: I would be comfortable spending time with this person and can have fun with them.
These abbreviations will be found continuously throughout this research paper.
The friending process was done together as a group at relatively the same time in order to
standardize the process and to better deal with any problems that arose as a group. The goal was
to send out all of the requests within the same time period and wait about a week before entering
into stage two of the process. As each group member friended people, he or she also recorded
certain data about the people into a shared Google Docs spreadsheet. This data included the
name, sex, and total number of friends of the person being friended, the name of the group
member doing the friending, the name of the group member already friends with the person, the
number of mutual friends between the member friending the individual and the person, the
average relationship quality (DS, FS, A, B) of the mutual friends as deemed by the group
member, the length of the relationship between the two, the relationship quality of the group
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member and the person, and the amount of time taken to accept the request if accepted. All of
this data was recorded in order to derive statistics that would be useful when formulating the
results.
After sending friend requests to 140 people, the group created a survey to collect further
data about their friending practices and sent the surveys about a week after requesting
“friendship.” The survey asked for the people’s age, how they would rate their relationship with
the group member who friended them, whether the number of mutual friends played a role in the
decision to accept or reject the request, the importance of different factors when assessing friend
requests, how they would rate their relationships with their Facebook friends, and any friending
patterns they may have. Of the 140 people who received friend requests from the researchers, 88
people responded to the survey.
Thus through this two-stage process, we were able to examine people’s Facebook
friending practices by examining the experimental subjects’ real-world actions and also through
quantitative and qualitative feedback via the spreadsheet and survey. We were able to test
whether there is, in fact, an “acquaintance rating” that determines whether people are familiar
enough with others to accept their friend requests. Our group gained further insight on the
subjects’ friending habits via the survey. We were able to cross-reference the survey with the
actions of the subjects in order to determine if what the subjects said actually matched what they
did.

V. RESULTS
As the data was retrieved through two different stages, each stage produced the following
quantity of data:
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Stage 1: A total of 140 participants were selected to be individuals included in this
experiment. As stated previously, the researchers sent personal friend requests to these people.
Stage 2: A total of 88 participants (62.8% of total stage 1 participants) responded to the
survey about their facebook friending habits. An analysis of these numbers show that the same
percentage of friend categories are present in stage 2 as in stage 1. This means that though the
number of participants is different, the representation of the 4 categories remained the same.

Fig. 1.

General data:
It took, in general, about 15 hours for an individual in our target group to respond to a
friendship request. Our target group had an average of 870 Facebook friends each and an average
of 21 mutual friends with the person who requested a friendship. There is a 73% chance of being
accepted as a friend by this target group. There is only a 2% difference between males and
females when it comes to acceptance rates in this target group. 72% of the males and 74% of the
females accepted friend requests. However, males are more likely to accept a request from a
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female than from a male. Females only differentiate by 9%, though they are still more likely to
accept female requests.

Fig. 2.

Noting that there is only a 9% difference in the acceptance rates between female-male
versus female-female and the fact that one female participant stated "[I] don't accept creepy
guys," indicates that females are perhaps more aware of the meaning of creating a tie over
Facebook.
A general hypothesis exists that states that users with many friends are more likely to
accept a request than those with only a few friends. Our data affirms this hypothesis, as it shows
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that someone in our target group who accepts a friendship request has, on average, 78 more
friends than someone who doesn't accept a request.

Thesis Related Data:
This section covers more of the in-depth data that is of further relevance to our thesis.

Fig. 3.

This graph shows how likely a person is to have a friendship request accepted based on
relationship. Note that Buddies are shown as having a lower percentage than Acquaintances.
This should not be the case and will be discussed in the sources of error. Importantly, this graph
strongly suggests that there is a point, not just between a Distant Stranger and an Acquaintance,
but even between a Distant Stranger and a Familiar Stranger where there is a critical change in
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the acceptance rate. It suggests that as a person becomes more familiar, acceptance becomes
significantly more likely.

Fig. 4.

Each survey participant was asked to fill out this chart according to what they felt was
important, somewhat important, and not-important. The table tells us on which factors the target
group focuses as they evaluate a friendship request.
The list, from most important to least important, goes as following:
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1. Knowing their name
2. Having physically met the person
3. How well I know them
4. How well you know the mutual friends
5. How well I get along with them
6. How many mutual friends we have in common
7. The person's network (school/work/etc)
8. Their appearance
9. Their interests/music/etc

Notice that our survey indicates that knowing someone’s name is more important than
actually meeting someone in order to accept them as a friend. This a departure from real life in
the sense that hearing a person’s name would never make anyone consider themselves friends
with that person.
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Fig. 5.
Relating to the statistics above, an interesting occurrence was found:

In this table, one can note that DS rely more on mutual friends, the value of mutual
friends, and on the requester’s network. Continuing on the argument about acceptance rates, the
data shows that as people who are not familiar rely on other factors when making a decision.
When a Facebook user does not know the requester, then he or she turns to the things they share
in common, the friends they have in common and a common network. We see that distant
strangers almost completely rely on those 3 factors, and very little on anything else.

Summary of results:
Through our research and survey, we found that most people rely on familiarity when
assessing whether or not to accept a friend request. People especially value knowing someone’s
name, having met that person, and how well they know and get along with the individual.
However, as people become less familiar with the person who friends them, they are more likely
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to take into account that person’s mutual friends and network. Furthermore, people have about an
overall 73% chance of having their friend request accepted. This percentage significantly
increases for acquaintances and buddies and decreases to around 50% for distant strangers. This
information generally supports our thesis that Facebook users look mostly at familiarity when
evaluating friend requests and that acceptance rates peak at the acquaintance level.

Sources of error:
1. Since the percentage of category representations isn't even, our data may be inaccurate. We
would need equal number of participants in each category (DS, FS, A and B) to be able to
compare the 4 different groups. Our test leans towards having many more DS than the other
three categories (FS, A and B). It becomes very hard to say anything definitive about FS, A, and
B because each participant in these categories comprises such a large percentage of the total and
can throw off averages.
2. Following the error above, we have an uneven representation of gender in the categories,
which means our generalizations on gender and behavior could be inaccurate. We would need to
have an equal representation of each gender in each friendship category to draw any statistical
connection.
3. In the real world, what one person thinks of another may not be reciprocated. The group has
evaluated each tie to the participants, but we have also asked our participants to evaluate the
friendship requester. This has created a somewhat odd balance of our categories which we chose
to look past. We have done this based on the possibility that participants have misunderstood the
survey (which there are hints of in our data), and furthermore group members having a personal
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understanding of each category. The following figure (3.0) shows the difference between the two
parties’ understandings of the strength of a tie.

Fig. 6.

If the group’s evaluations of the ties with the participants matched those evaluations by the
participants of the group members perfectly, then the first column would be all blue, the second
all green, the third yellow, and the fourth red. It is interesting to note how the yellow color is
represented in each category, indicating that the target group is more welcoming towards the idea
of what an acquaintance might be.
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4. The males and female acceptance rate comparison may be influenced by an uneven number of
male and female requesters. The group had two females and four males. Seventy six requests
were made to females and only sixty four requests were made to males. Furthermore, it is unclear
what the ratios of friendship categories are within these numbers. To claim anything about
gender and acceptance rate would require an equal distribution in friendship categories for males
and females.

VI. FUTURE WORK
Because our research on Facebook friending practices only covered a very small and
unique group of subjects, i.e. those belonging to the Georgia Tech network, there is much room
for diversification in future projects. While the data collected was more pertinent to college age
students, a later research project could just as easily involve a different age group, or even span
all age groups for that matter. Perhaps friending practices differ heavily across generational gaps,
or perhaps the data culled from the experiment holds true across all ages. In fact, age is not the
only factor that could be assessed in future works. Other identifiers like culture and geography
could play just as pertinent a role as age, and would be well advised to research further.
Another aspect of this research project that would be well worth looking into for future
work is the way friendship quality is assessed. The group’s research focused on four distinct tiers
of friend types: Distant Stranger, Familiar Stranger, Acquaintances, and Buddies. While this
approach suited the project well enough, it would be beneficial for future researches to further
develop these categories, or perhaps abandon these categories all together for a different
approach.

Hogan, Holst, Hooper, Marulanda, Schoeneman, Trickett 18
A problem faced with keeping the research within a certain network, Georgia Tech in this
case, is that the subject pool was rather limited and perhaps biased to a certain extent. One way
to accurately gather data for a broad range of subjects is to simply collect a larger sample set.
Expecting a similar rate of subjects participating in the post-friending survey (about 63%), a
much larger data pool would yield more accurate results and minimize erroneous results like the
fact that our experiment showed a higher acceptance rate for Acquaintances than for Buddies.
Future work in this category could benefit from a longer period to allow for friendship
acceptances. In our study, we simply used a week long deadline to determine whether a
friendship request was accepted, deferred, or rejected. If the time period to accept a request was
lengthened or even removed, there could be a significant change in the data collected. In fact, the
time taken for each subject to accept or reject their request could become a completely new area
of study.
Another important change that could be implemented in future work is the method in
which the surveys are sent to the participants. This experiment involved sending the surveys to
every subject that was friend requested, regardless of whether they accepted or not. The surveys
were sent out about two weeks after the initial friending was done; the result was a response rate
of about 63%. A different approach may be better suited, where the surveys are sent immediately
after an acceptance or rejection. This approach could correlate to a higher survey response rate,
and therefore more accurate data.
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