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ABSTRACT 
 

 Contemporary social networking sites (SNSs) are becoming common places 

where individuals and their respective networks congregate to exchange information. 

These places online are often thought as community and as Chua, Madej, and Wellman 

(2011) suggest “communities can consist of a person’s network of relationships, 

wherever such communities are located” (p. 101). However, traditional social networking 

sites like Facebook and MySpace typically comprise networks that users are already 

familiar with, often brought into online spaces from their offline worlds (Baym, 2011). In 

order to gain social capital, an important element toward civic participation, users must 

engage in actions of exchanges with members of their network (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Different types of social capital afford different types of support, yet traditional social 

networks typically only afford bridging capital, a social tie that is most commonly found 

to only provide new information rather than trust and emotional support. Due to the 

fragmented nature of our contemporary media landscape, as outlined through networked 

individualism (Wellman, 1998), individuals navigate multiple networks instead of 

remaining in one locale. This study seeks to analyze these types of networks found within 

a hybrid online and offline community, Fark.com, in order to understand how media 

multiplexity (Haythorthwaithe, 2005) allows for different forms of social capital to 

accrue.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 Contemporary social networking sites (SNSs) are becoming common places 

where individuals and their respective networks congregate to exchange information. As 

Chua, Madej, and Wellman (2011) suggest “communities can consist of a person’s 

network of relationships, wherever such communities are located” (p. 101). These 

networks are typically viewed from an ego-centric point of view, where the user controls 

the information flow to his or her networks (Baym, 2011;Wellman,1998) either by 

choosing specific friends to add to the network, limiting access by way of blocking 

certain members (not adding them as friends), as well as customizing the content received 

from other members in their networks by restricting or deleting what information the user 

wants to see from these members in news feeds.  

 When online communications first emerged, concerns about the decline of face-

to-face interaction due to increased participation in online groups and communities 

created a dystopian perspective of online socialization (Cummings, Butler, & Kraut, 

2002; Nie, 2001; Nie & Hillygus, 2002). Currently, much of the debate about this 

negative effect within online communities has subsided, and research affirms the Internet, 

and subsequent online social exchanges, contain communities of a similar nature to 

offline, face-to-face community (Rheingold, 2000). Rheingold (2000) found that online 

community afforded people a many-to-many communication model; this allowed users to 

contact those outside their neighborhood, removing boundaries and crossing nations. 

More importantly were the ways in which online community intersected with offline 

worlds.  A 2000 Pew study found that 29% of online community members also took part 
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in local communities that were supplemented with online information, i.e. listings of 

events, community issues, etc. (as quoted in Quan-Haase & Wellman, 2004). The much 

cited ‘Netville’ study pointed to an increase of neighborhood socialization when 

members of a ‘wired’ community combined online communication with offline 

interactions (Hampton & Wellman, 1999).  

 Individuals are continuing to incorporate their media and communication 

practices to combine physical face-to-face interactions and virtual interactions. boyd and 

Ellison (2007) point out that there has been a shift in the organization of online 

communities from communities of interest to communities centered on people. As social 

network analysts have found, contemporary communities can be described as “loosely 

bounded, sparsely knit networks of specialized ties” (p. xiii). Unlike a traditional online 

community which is centered in one location, circulating information amongst those in 

the limited network, SNSs are comprised of various networks, all of which tie back to the 

user, hence the ego-centric infrastructure of these sites (Wellman,1998).  

 Cardoso and Lamy (2011) point to a new model of communication present in our 

contemporary media networks that explain this transformation. This model is an 

amalgamation of three prior communication models: the first is a model of interpersonal 

communication, exchanged between two people within a group; the second is the one-to-

many model, whereby a user transmits information to a select group; and the third model 

follows suit with the second, but instead of driven by a user, it is the mass media who 

transmit messages to a limitless audience (Cardoso & Lamy, 2011, p. 72). A fourth media 

model merges the three former models into newer patterns of mediated communication. 

Such patterns include “self-mass communication” like Twitter and blogs; “interpersonal 
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communication multimedia”, like Google Chat or Skype; and “one-to-many mediated 

communication” like Facebook (Cardoso & Lamy, 2011, p. 72). However, as Rheingold 

(2000) points out, these new media technologies do not necessarily encourage online 

communities to sustain healthy relationships, instead he says “action must be taken to 

glue people together” (p. 341). 

 This glue is found within cohesive networks of people, who through these 

networks are able to create and access social capital. Why social capital, and why in a 

social networking site? Social capital is an integral element of democratic practices and 

the foundation for civic participation and community well-being (Coleman, 1988; 

Fukuyama, 2000; Putnam, 2000). Civic participation is defined as “individual or 

collective behavior aimed at resolving problems of the community” (Valenzuela, Park, & 

Kee, 2009, p. 879). Social networking sites, also often called social media, are defined as 

“a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological 

foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of user generated 

content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Civic participation in a Web 2.0 era has been linked 

to the exchange of information across these SNSs (Pasek, more, & Romer, 2009). 

Exchanges between individuals in these SNSs allows for opportunities of investing, 

maintaining, and forging social capital. These spaces also allow information pertaining to 

civic involvement to flourish, and reach many members within these social networks on a 

wider and faster scale than ever before. Consensus decision making is hard to maintain in 

many-to-many asynchronous environments, environments found in typical online 

communities and networks (Rheingold, 2000). Rheingold describes the existence of the 

inability to be in agreement because “online conversations tend to diverge and branch and 
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digress, rather than converge” (p. 339). Are one-to-many SNSs capable of rectifying this 

divergence? Traditional online community, as a driving force for collective solidarity 

seems a more appropriate venue for convergence of opinions and a space for mobilization 

to occur. Analysis of the various types of social capital found in one such community 

housed within a hybrid online and offline social networking site is the primary concern of 

this study. 

 Why is social capital important now? According to Fukuyama (2000), “the vice of 

modern democracy is to promote excessive individualism, that is, a preoccupation with 

one's private life and family, and an unwillingness to engage in public affairs” (p.7). 

Participating in social networking activities online has most recently taken the forefront 

of Web 2.0 research; interest is developing around different types of civic and democratic 

behavior driven by the mass reach of these types of media (Pasek et al., 2009). Baym 

(2009) points out, however, that more people are utilizing not just one or two of these 

sites, but a wide-variety, spreading themselves thin. Instead of maintaining and fostering 

new connections on one specific site, connections are dispersed, often made across 

multiple media. These types of SNSs� Facebook and Twitter to name a few� are also 

typically sites used to connect with already formed social ties that have been assembled 

from an offline network, now interacting in an online platform (boyd & Ellison, 2007). 

Opportunities to forge new relationships, and in turn have multiple networks of social 

capital, are not gained in interactions with these sets of familiar people.  

 Wellman, Haase, Witte, and Hampton (2001) contend that some types of 

community have shifted to social networks instead of staying within groups. Much 

discourse on community (Bruckman, 2006; Fernback, 2007; Preece & Maloney-
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Krichmar, 2005; Wellman & Gulia, 1999) challenges this notion, suggesting that online 

community thrives in a variety of ways. Mass social networking sites, such as MySpace 

and Facebook, however, tend to follow this networked nature, and often lack a sense of 

virtual community (Papacharissi, 2011) in that members have low levels of specific 

elements required for virtual community─ activity, personal expression, and connectivity 

(p. 118). Perhaps a different type of community, embedded in a SNS, affords different 

types of social capital while still maintaining the traditional ascribed elements of virtual 

community. Blanchard and Horan (1998) suggest that online community may be stronger 

with offline, face-to-face interactions. One such community, a hybrid community, finds 

its ties comprised of both online and offline interactions. Bennett (2003) affirms, “it is the 

interaction between the Internet and its users - and, in turn, the interactions in material 

social contexts - that constitute the matrix within which we can find the power of new 

media in creating different spaces for discourse and coordination of actions” (p. 18). 

Working on the research of social networks and social capital theory this study 

analyzes the online and offline components of a collaborative social networking news 

community� Fark.com. This study examines the networks within a hybrid social 

networking site to determine what types of social capital exist in a community that 

interacts online and meets offline in geographically dispersed locations.  My argument is 

as follows:  First, I discuss the relevant literature: social capital, social capital within 

online communities, social capital within SNSs and lastly, social capital in hybrid 

communities. Next, I discuss the networked and individualistic nature of contemporary 

mediated personal interactions and how “networked individualism” (Wellman, 1998) 

leads to a new form of social capital� networked social capital.  Third, I explore the types 



6 
 

 

of social capital gained in the Fark community and offline Fark parties through 

qualitative interviews.  I conclude by discussing the reasons why traditional social 

networking sites do not offer a platform for this new type of social capital, whereas the 

Fark community, extending itself through multiple media and from an online community 

into offline face-to-face gatherings, continuously provides as well as bridges new 

connections, which in turn allows for a more diverse spectrum of social capital.  I find 

that a sense of community, both online and offline, offers individuals’ fragmented 

networks an opportunity to reconnect, build, and utilize multiple forms of social capital.  
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CHAPTER 2  
BACKGROUND 

 
 Social capital is a multi-dimensional concept that has many definitions and 

applications across multiple disciplines (Adler & Kwon, 2002). Social capital theory has 

been applied to a multitude of disciplinary analyses of education, community life, 

economic development, organizational hierarchies and more (see Adler & Kwon, 2002). 

Often the tools and application of measuring social capital are just as disparate as their 

definitions (Fukuyama, 2000). In order to pare down the wealth of theory, the two major 

sides to the social capital debate are presented here. The first side understands social 

capital as the outcomes or resources that are accessible through social networks; the 

opposite position asserts that social capital is the structures and exchanges within the 

relationships in social networks. Both sides agree, however, that whether the outcomes or 

the structures comprise social capital, without the structures there can be no outcomes. 

Those who fall into the second school of thought understand social capital as comprised 

of two contrasting types of network based-ties or connections between individuals: weak 

ties� often referred to as heterogeneous or loosely-knit network ties (Burt, 1992; 

Fukuyama, 2000; Lin, 2005) and strong ties� ties that are found in homogenous or 

densely-knit networks (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Coleman, 1988). Social capital 

theory traditionally understands social capital as a form of capital available to the 

individual and/or to the group, but always within the confines of some network structure. 

Unlike human capital, social capital can never be accessed by an individual alone but 

through interactions with other network members. Human capital is more easily 

measured and obtainable through investing time and money to acquire new skills 
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(Schuller, Baron, & Field (2000); whereas social capital is acquired by investing in social 

relations with network members who share their acquired skills.  

 In the late 1990s, researchers began to apply social capital analysis to community 

spaces, rather than just groups and business organizations (Glaeser, Laibson, & Sacerdote 

2002; Wellman, 1998). After the influx of widespread Internet use, community studies 

moved to online spaces, and studies seeking social capital in community also included 

places of online community. Also around this time, social network analysts, studying 

network connections, applied social network theory to online communities (Mislove, 

Marcon, Gummadi, Druschel, & Bhattacharjee, 2007). This is useful as social network 

theory analyzes networks and nodes (individuals) within those networks, much in the 

same way relationship ties are analyzed in social capital theory looking for proximity and 

closeness in the networks. Through the dense or sparse nature of networks, different 

types of network ties are formed, which are essential to the production and access of 

social capital (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973; Wellman, 1998). Some theorists point to 

social capital existing within hierarchical organizations, thus granting different types of 

access to those situated in various places or statuses within the networks (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973). Social networks, particularly those found online, have 

both formal and informal voluntary structures (Galston, 2000; Lin, 2001). As Fukuyama 

(1999) contends, “a network does not define a type of formal organization, but rather a 

moral relationship of trust: A network is a group of individual agents that share informal 

norms or values beyond those necessary for ordinary market transactions” (p.  199). 

Many social network theorists’ work (Granovetter, 1973; Burt, 1992) has been applied to 

social capital theory. According to Wellman (1998) “social network analysis does not 
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assume that the world is always composed of normatively-guided individuals aggregated 

into bounded groups or areas. Rather, it starts with a set of network members (sometimes 

called nodes) and a set of ties that connect some or all nodes” (p.15). Using this 

contemporary approach helps us understand the network structures within modern SNSs 

and online communities, as well as traditional offline community bound in 

geographically-centered groups. 

 Most notably situated within the first, and often cited as foundational perspective 

of social capital theory, is Pierre Bourdieu, defining social capital as: “the sum of the 

resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing 

a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 

and recognition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). Social capital is accrued through 

exchanges between actors within these connected networks. Bourdieu asserts that people, 

who he refers to as actors, engage in these networks of socialization in order to gain 

resources, specifically resources that can be converted to different types of capital─ 

physical, cultural, symbolic─ all of which are eventually reduced to economic capital. 

Actors do not engage in this process alone, however, to pursue these forms of tangible 

capital, social capital is instead a by-product of the relations of social networks, but 

gaining social capital is the first step in the transaction necessary; it is not until later, 

when resources are accessed that they are converted to tangible forms of capital. Simply 

being a member does not automatically afford one social capital; interactions amongst 

actors in the networks are the impetus for gaining social capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992). These types of network relationships are “the product of investment strategies, 

individual or collective, consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or 
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reproducing social relationships that are directly usable in the short or long term” 

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 52). Most importantly, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) emphasize the 

necessity of continuous exchange between these networks, suggesting that through these 

exchanges come “mutual recognition,” which in turn forges the group dynamic. These 

social networks, and the exchanges within, enable individuals to access information and 

resources from the other members of the group. For Bourdieu, the possession of social 

capital is a way for an individual to gain status in society; the more social capital one has, 

the more prestige and access to select economic opportunities are gained. 

 Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) also fall into this first school of thought on social 

capital, but expand their analysis to touch upon networks that lends itself to the second 

school of thought, defining social capital as “the sum of the actual and potential resources 

embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships 

possessed by an individual or social unit” (p. 243). Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) offer 

three dimensions of social capital: the structural, the relational, and the cognitive. The 

structural investigates the presence or absence of network ties─ how dense and how 

connected they are. The relational focuses on embeddedness (Granovetter, 1992) of a 

network based on the types of relations (exchanges) or historical interactions between 

members of the network. These types of relations fall into the categories of trust, 

obligations, norms, and identity. If members share equal status within the group the depth 

of their emotional attachment to group members affords access to those varying degrees 

of embedded resources as well as a desire to stay within the network (Nahapiet & 

Ghoshal, 1998). The final dimension─ the cognitive─ is described as “resources 

providing shared representations, interpretations, and systems of meaning among parties” 
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such as shared languages and narratives (Nahapiet & Ghoshal,1998, p. 244).The notable 

addition to social capital theory focuses on the outcomes from these connections by way 

of intellectual capital formation (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). They contend that 

intellectual capital requires an exchange system between networks (social capital) in 

order to share knowledge in organizations and firms.  

 Coleman (1988) on the other hand, focuses more on the second school of thought, 

specifically social capital’s function within a network, rather than an individualistic 

economic approach. He suggests that social capital is comprised of multiple entities that 

contain two central characteristics: “some aspect of social structures” and the furthering 

of “certain actions of actors within the structure” (Coleman, 1988, p. S98). In other 

words, social capital is goal-oriented and accrued through network exchanges. He 

emphasizes that social capital is meant to bring about some action; such accrual should in 

turn further an actor’s goals. While the mobility resulting from social capital is important, 

the inherent process between social relationships amongst actors is what comprises social 

capital (Coleman, 1988). Coleman (1988) explains this functional process by comparing 

social capital to two other forms of capital: physical (the most tangible form of capital), 

and human capital, situated between physical and social, both of which are reduced to 

economic forms of capital by way of aiding changes in production. Whereas physical 

capital is obtained through advancements of tools, and human capital is produced through 

acquired skills (training, education, etc.), social capital is accrued through an intangible 

process based on the relationships between actors, and it is these relations that elicit 

productive economic action (Coleman, 1988). Without the exchanges among actors, 

social capital cannot be manifested. Where physical and human capital are obtainable 
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through physical acts (altering manufacturing equipment for efficiency and obtaining a 

higher education for more refined skills), social capital is not a physical form of capital 

an individual can purchase or obtain by themselves.  Elaborating further on this concept, 

Coleman claims that “the function…of ‘social capital’ is the value of these aspects of 

social structure to actors as resources that they can use to achieve their interests” (1988, 

p. S101). This implies that social capital is not only value-laden, but can have positive or 

negative outcomes dependent upon what end result or action the actor is hoping to gain. 

The emphasis is not so much on the desired outcome or goals, but on the process of 

negotiating relationships to gain resources, which in turn enable a desired action to come 

to fruition. 

 These exchanges between actors require specific elements that are necessary in 

order to generate social capital, they are: obligations, expectations, and trustworthiness. 

Explaining the interconnected nature of these elements, Coleman (1988) uses the analogy 

of actor A doing something for actor B, which in return makes B obligated to return a 

favor to A; through the norms of their relationship, A is expecting reciprocity. The key 

concepts in this scenario are obligations and reciprocity. The trust factor enters the 

equation when both parties engage in an act that assumes trust that their favors will be 

returned based on a sense of obligation, thus the interaction between actors becomes 

mutually beneficial. The favors, however, need not be equal transactions, nor are they 

‘repaid’ in a set time or in an equivalent fashion (Coleman, 1988). Social capital is 

acquired by maintaining these social relations so when the time comes to ‘collect,’ the 

network (or actor) will be available to reciprocate (Coleman, 1988). Additionally, the 

outcomes that social capital produces, whether an action or resource, does not have to be 
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a physical return, but can also be informational (Coleman, 1988). If one were to ask for 

advice, which in turn when activated could elicit an action, social capital is gained as it 

provided a step toward action that may not have been mobilized without  the 

informational resources within those social network relations. 

 Lastly, Coleman (1988) directs our attention to potential social capital gained 

from preexisting groups, what he refers to as “appropriable social organizations” (p. 

S108). These social organizations have preexisting connections for a distinct purpose, 

such as a study group for college students, or occupational organizations that meet up 

during non-work hours. Via these groups, members bring different forms of resources 

and information to the group, thus allowing other group members to access those 

resources for purposes outside the scope of the organization (Coleman, 1988). These 

types of social networks are referred to as dense networks, often made up of homogenous 

ties. While the members may be similar in their interests and occupations, the capital 

(social, physical, and symbolic) they possess is not necessarily commensurate across the 

board. 

 Portes (1993), also positioned in the second school of social capital theory, found 

that Coleman’s definition was lacking range, suggesting it only focused on social capital 

found in social structures, rather than its members as well.  Portes (1993), on the other 

hand, defines social capital as “those expectations for action within a collectivity that 

affect the economic goals and goal-seeking behavior of its members, even if these 

expectations are not oriented toward the economic sphere” (p. 1323). Whereas, 

Coleman’s definition focuses on how social relations impact the furthering of people’s 

goals, Portes’ definition points to expectations of behavior, allowing the outcome of those 
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relationships to be of secondary importance. Portes (1993) explains that “social life 

consists of a vast series of primary transactions where favors, information, approval, and 

other valued items are given and received” (p. 1324). There are four distinct exchanges 

crucial to social capital: value introjections, reciprocity transactions, bounded solidarity, 

and enforceable trust (Portes, 1993). Value introjections are based on learned 

socialization behaviors, where individuals act within the “moral order,” thus allowing 

exchanges of behavior to be less selfish and not predominately goal-driven (Portes, 

1993). These learned social behaviors are then adapted by the community and are 

perceived as a desirable resource (group norms) enabling cooperation amongst group 

members. The second element of social capital, reciprocity transactions, are actions 

enacted with the expectation that if one gives, one will later on receive. This element 

differs from the first because it encourages goal seeking behavior, instead of behaviors 

that reinforce the formation of a group order. The third element, bounded solidarity, is a 

term that explains the ways similar group associations or workers in a factory bind 

together (Portes, 1993). Founded upon Marxism’s concept of the emergent class 

consciousness, he explains that individuals may find themselves of the same social or 

economic plight, as in a work environment, and form bonds with one another based on 

this shared position; these bonds subsequently enable the support of each other’s causes 

(Portes, 1993). Similar to Coleman’s (1998) notion of appropriable social organizations, 

the bounded solidarity ties are less dense, because the network is made of heterogeneous 

ties. Yet they are not completely loose or weak, as the situation they find themselves in 

brings them closer together. If successful, this support directs toward “observance of 

norms of mutual support, appropriable by individuals as a resource in their own pursuits” 
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(Portes, 1993, p. 1325). Social capital is gained in a temporary form of network based on 

heterogeneous ties functioning as a homogenous support system. Lastly, enforceable trust 

is a source of social capital defined as subjugating individual goals through a sense of 

obligation to follow group norms and abide by the rules of the collective; through this 

system of trust, social capital is garnered by the maintenance of group membership and 

order (Portes, 1993). Disobeying said rules could potentially lead to ostracism or group 

outing, a downside to homogenous group organization. The integration of all four of the 

elements of social capital is based on group expectations; emphasis is on individuals and 

the function of their network (Portes, 1993).  

 Lin (2005), moving outside the analysis of social capital in networks, specifies the 

need for a distinction between group social capital and individual social capital. Lin 

(2005) offers a more individualistic concept of social capital that exists within sparse or 

open networks, emphasizing a need for organization of the vast terminology used within 

social capital literature (weak/strong; heterogeneous/homogenous) not in terms of which 

is better or worse than the other, but under what conditions does one offer different types 

of social capital. He does this by offering a theory that measures the embeddedness as 

well as the access to social capital. Embeddedness, Lin (2005) purports, are those 

resources found in the whole of the social network, whereas access, refers only to the 

potential for an individual to get at those resources. If an individual is unaware or 

incapable of accessing those resources, even though they are embedded within his or her 

network, social capital is unattainable, and ineffective (Lin, 2005). On the other hand, if 

an individual is not cognizant of the resources within his or her network, this does not 

mean that in the search for social capital he or she may not be able to access this 
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information inadvertently (Lin, 2005). The third and final type of social capital that Lin 

defines concerns the outcomes or results of social capital. He suggests that in addition to 

resources and actors accessing those resources that the “use or mobilization of such social 

resources by individuals in purposive actions” is just as important to the network as the 

former two types (p. 35).  Rather than just acquiring social capital, Lin is concerned with 

what social capital can provide. This perspective looks at the whole network and the 

outcomes of exchanges within the network as types of social capital. 

 Within these typologies of social capital exists varying levels of ties and their 

proximity of closeness to one another. Shifting the focus to the types of ties (strong or 

weak) found within these networks, social network theorist Burt (1992) claims social 

capital is gained through heterogeneous or loosely based (weak) ties, what he refers to as 

the argument of the strength of weak ties. Social capital is more readily available in these 

types of networks because the proximity of connections amongst actors are structurally 

larger and comprised of more diverse knowledge and information, as opposed to the 

proximity of densely-knit or strong ties, where information across actors is more likely to 

be the same (Burt, 1992). He refers to the opportunities to gain access to social capital as 

“structural holes,” holes which exist between weak ties amongst actors, but afford 

advantages to accessing non-redundant information (Burt, 1992). Burt provides an 

illustration of the physical mapping of these structural holes, positioning strong ties in 

tightly bound clusters, whereas weak ties are mapped sparser and connections are looser, 

thus containing more structural holes. These holes lead to more opportunities to gain 

information that is passed in different social circles, information that is not found in 

tightly bound clusters as these connections are where users are more attuned to the 
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information actors in their networks possess (Burt, 1992). However, the more weak ties, 

the more structural holes, and the more opportunities are available to connect with actors 

who share non-redundant information (Burt, 1992). 

 Similarly, Granovetter (1973) also points to weak ties or sparse networks as the 

most important features for social capital production. The strength of one’s ties is based 

on an amalgamation of “time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), 

and the reciprocal services which characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361). The 

stronger the ties between a set of individuals the more those connected in these networks 

also become strong ties. Within these ties, an individual is indirectly connected to others 

via someone else in their network; a bridge of information is available through this 

connection allowing information to flow to every other person also connected via these 

bridges. However, any connection via a bridge can never be a strong tie (Granovetter, 

1973). These weak ties are vast and are the shortest distance between members of the 

network; when absent, they are more detrimental to a network than the absence of a 

strong tie, as the more weak ties, the larger the network, and in turn the larger the 

diversity of resources and information (Granovetter, 1973).  Drawing on Burt, Nahapiet 

and Ghoshal (1998) simplifies this explanation by looking at networks from the 

perspective of “who you reach and how you reach them” (p. 244). Granovetter’s (1973) 

study on weak and strong ties investigated the ways workers learned about new job 

prospects, finding more workers had at least one intermediary between their strong ties 

that afforded them new information about job prospects; thus these intermediaries, or 

weak ties, are more important as they tend to have different information than those with 

whom we closely associate. Conversely, Hansen (as quoted in Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 
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1998) points to strong ties as being the most important types of network connections. He 

agrees with the strength of weak ties argument, but points out through these weak 

connections the transference of information via the bridges is often harder to produce 

(Hansen, 1996); the closer the ties, the more willing actors are to have more exchanges, 

sometimes needed to provide in-depth details. 

  Lastly, Putnam (1995; 2000) defines social capital as: “features of social life, 

networks, norms, and trust that enable participants to act together more effectively and to 

pursue shared objectives” (1995, pp. 664-665). This definition pulls in many of the 

elements the above authors have outlined as important to the building of social capital. 

Working off of Granovetter’s (1973) concept of weak and strong ties, bridging and 

bonding are two forms of social capital Putnam brings into the discussion that are most 

widely applied in the literature when searching for social capital in online communities. 

Bridging capital, or weak ties, are ties “that bring together people of different sorts” 

whereas bonding social capital “brings together people of a similar sort” (as quoted in 

Norris, 2004, p.31). Putnam (2000) further defines the types of structures and spaces 

where social capital can exist: networks or relationships, i.e. friends or family providing 

resources� physical and emotional; and participatory places, where individuals are 

members in organizations that provide them with an opportunity to form close 

connections and share accomplishments. Putnam (2000) notes that bridging and bonding 

capital are not necessarily opposites, they can occur simultaneously, but he emphasizes 

network ties tend to skew toward one direction. The dichotomy between bridging and 

bonding exemplifies the stance that most social capital theorists employ against the 

importance of one tie, or form of social capital, over another. Bridging is seen in some 
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cases to be more important to networks because it offers free flows of information across 

a larger network (Burt, 1992; Granovetter, 1973). On the other hand, bonding social 

capital is often favored because these close ties are what maintain order and 

understanding within a network (Hansen, 1996). Overall, we should consider that both 

types of ties are important to social networks because they offer different types of support 

and resources. Per Lin’s (2005) account, it is not the types of ties, but the context in 

which they ties are formed that determines the effectiveness of social capital. 

 In Bowling Alone, Putnam (2000) contends that new media, or television as was 

the largest mass medium when he was writing the book, are main contributors to a 

decline in social capital, and in turn civic participation. Williams (2006), however, points 

out not all types of media are comparable to television, specifically, that a medium such 

as the Internet offers an interactive quality, a space for people to communicate with one 

another, whereas the television does not offer this space─ one simply watches rather than 

engages. Critics of Putnam (Williams, 2006; Uslaner, 1998; Fukuyama; 2000) are apt to 

point out concerns with the validity of Putnam’s data, as well as his disregard for the 

formation of new types of ties emerging due to the wide-spread participation of place and 

space-based communities on the Internet. The continual usage and pervasiveness of this 

technology brings us to social capital and networks online and in online communities. 

 
Internet Social Capital  

 
 

 With the advent of the Internet, new forms of connections were analyzed, and 

studies on virtual or online social capital began to emerge. As is often the case with new 

technologies, a variety of opposing viewpoints arose, some providing utopian viewpoints 
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(Wellman et al., 2001), suggesting the Internet aids in the creation of social capital, while 

others, leaning more toward dystopian viewpoints, highlight the negative impact Internet 

usage and social relations has on social capital (Nie, 2001; Nie & Hillygus, 2002). 

Valenzuela, Park, and Kee (2009) offer a thorough explanation of the literature of social 

capital and the Internet. Summarizing their findings they suggest that it is not the medium 

per se, in this instance the Internet, but how people choose to use it that affords them the 

potential to gain social capital. 

 Wellman et al. (2001) found that the Internet offers social networks that provide 

positive, negative, and supplementary social capital. In addition to network and 

participatory social capital, as outlined by Putnam (2000), Wellman et al. (2001) add a 

third element� community commitment. Community commitment embodies the social 

relations necessary for social capital, but with a sense of belonging and responsibility to a 

community (Wellman et al., 2001). This addition of community suggests that people are 

more willing to engage in exchanges in the network if the exchanges are within a network 

community. They suggest that the Internet increases social capital providing people more 

opportunities to relate to one another, more non-local connections, the ability to foster 

closer connections, a venue to exchange information and media, and a different medium 

to organize face-to-face meetings. Conversely, they also point to literature that suggests 

the Internet, at least in early adoption phases, decreases social capital by potentially 

causing stress in an individual when technology malfunctions, and has the potential to 

serve as a distraction from external responsibilities or detract from social interactions. 

These positions add positive and potentially negative effects impacting offline 

interactions (Wellman et al., 2001). Nie and Hillygus (2002) argue that no matter how 
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much time is spent online this time has to detract from some other activity, potentially a 

loss of time spent with an offline social activity. This pessimism is based on the 

assumption that the Internet is not a viable space for social activities, therefore any time 

spent online will never compensate for the time it may take from socializing offline. As 

Williams (2006) points out, this view does not consider the Internet as an interactive 

medium; much in the same way that Putnam (2000) argued that the decline of civic 

participation was directly related to an increase of television consumption, the medium is 

passive, whereas the Internet, and more specifically, Web 2.0 media, are interactive and 

inherently have the ability to create two-way conversations. 

 Further, the Internet is seen as a supplement to offline interactions, much in the 

same way that the telephone affords people the opportunity to speak with and connect 

with others who share similar interests outside of one’s local network (Wellman, et al., 

2001). However, the Internet as a supplemental form of social capital typically sustains 

preexisting networks, rather than builds new ones (Wellman, et al., 2001). Additionally, it 

was found that the more people engaging with networks online the less likely they were 

to commit to that online community (Wellman, et al., 2001). This parallels Baym’s 

(2009) finding that multiple social networks were used, causing a lack of solid ties across 

these disparate networks. A rationale for this lack of commitment is that the Internet 

contains larger networks of weak ties, thus creating a more heterogeneous environment. 

This in turn, exposes people to those who may not share the same interests or viewpoints, 

and possibly sours a user’s experience within a community (Wellman et al., 2001). 

Potentially annoying characters or flamers might also turn someone off from participating 

in a loosely-knit community, reflecting the need for communities of shared interests.  
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However, the more Internet use spent on participatory and political activities, the more 

likely those people are to be involved with those same activities offline (Wellman et al., 

2001). While online communities may offer disparate viewpoints, engaging in online 

activity also strengthens an individual’s tendency to be more politically active, a positive 

outcome of social capital. As with everything in large doses, there are going to be 

negative experiences, but if one can weed out those negative experiences, more important 

activities can prevail. Research on the effects of the Internet, however, seems to have 

come to a consensus that the Internet broadens individual social networks and promotes 

information sharing (Cole, 2000; Papacharissi, 2002; Wellman, 2001). As Hampton & 

Wellman (2003) point out “the Internet is producing norms of communication that differ 

from in-person interactions, rather than necessarily being inherently inferior to it” (p. 7). 

 Williams (2006), seeking to understand the effects the Internet had on users’ 

social capital both online and offline, found that those who used the Internet, while 

having more opportunities to form bridging social capital, gained it at the expense of their 

offline bonding social capital. Much in the same vein as Nie and Hillygus’ (2002) 

research suggests, time spent online detracts from time spent socializing, thus decreasing 

users’ social capital. The types of connections made offline were stronger than those 

found online, supporting the idea that the Internet is supplementary to a user’s stock of 

social capital, but face-to-face interaction still contributes more toward bonding social 

capital. 

 On the other hand, Hampton, Lee, and Her (2011) suggest that participation in 

offline civic activities may be spurred by technology through a process of 

“glocalization”� the combination of global connectivity and local activity (Robertson, 
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1992). Contemporary examples of this type of glocalization can be found with the Arab 

Spring protests, where members used Twitter to relay information nationally for local 

convergence when other ways of communicating were not possible. Additionally, 

Internet users were found to be more likely than non-users to visit local public spaces. 

This claim is supported by a multitude of studies analyzing Internet usage as 

complementary to offline activities (see Hampton, et al., 2011). In order to understand the 

types of participatory social relations that are found online we must turn our attention to 

social capital in online communities.  

 
Social Capital in Online Communities 

 
 

 Online communities, according to Ganley and Lampe (2009), are not bound in the 

same organizational pattern as traditional communities; they are “much more open and in 

flux” (p. 267). This suggests that online communities function differently than traditional 

offline communities. In an online space “social capital is both an outcome gained by 

individuals in an online community and a tool for facilitating the governance of such 

spaces” (Ganley & Lampe, 2009, p. 268). The networks within the community are the 

structures that generate social capital on an individual level, as well as a group or 

community level. Lee and Lee (2010) found that those who participated in online 

communities were much more likely to participate in other groups and communities than 

those who do not participate online at all. They also found that those who participated in 

an online community had a greater sense of obligation and helpfulness than non-users, 

benefiting from their interactions in the community by way of communication, sharing of 

diverse information, and support. However, they found no compelling evidence that 
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suggested social capital was gained or lost from online community participation, but 

rather is supplementary to people’s separate offline or face-to-face social capital, thus 

requiring some external offline participation to reap the benefits of the community (Lee 

& Lee, 2010). 

 Blanchard and Horan (1998) analyzed the ways in which social capital gained in 

online communities counteracted the decrease of interactions in offline activities. As 

some researchers have suggested, the privatization of leisure time has decreased social 

capital. For example Blanchard and Horan (1998) found that participation online 

involving social capital supplanted decreased activities offline. Two distinct types of 

online community emerged from their research that forms weak or strong ties: physically 

based online communities─ communities that started offline and added online 

components later, and geographically dispersed communities of interest. They suggest 

that “information about group members will travel through relevant social networks only 

if some subsets of members are participating in multiple electronic groups together. This 

overlap is more likely to occur in groups that form in physically based virtual 

communities than in geographically dispersed communities of interest” (Blanchard & 

Horan, 1998, p. 297).  Social capital is gained more in these densely layered networks, 

allowing for access and the dissemination of information to flow across multiple 

platforms (Blanchard & Horan, 1998).  

 While the norms of reciprocity are an important element of social capital, 

oftentimes reciprocal action cannot be constructed physically online in the same way as 

offline networks. As Coleman (1988) points out, information sharing is a comparable, yet 

different, form of social capital used in exchanges. Therefore, reciprocity in online 
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communities can be exchanged via information sharing (Blanchard & Horan, 1998; 

Rheingold, 1993; Schuler, 1996). Due to the vast networks of online communities, acts of 

help from a small number of individuals reinforces the community as a helpful place on 

whole; feeling that the community is helpful may increase trust factors within the group, 

as they may one day need to cash in their social capital and want to feel assured that the 

community will reciprocate (Blanchard & Horan, 1998). Williams (2006) also contends 

that social trust is embedded in the social structure of a community, in turn becoming a 

normative element of that community. With this embeddedness, members who share a 

sense of community trust the community is safe, and that the exchanges and connections 

with other members are also embedded in the network via this trustworthiness, even if 

they have not had any interactions that generated trust on an individual level (Williams, 

2006). Williams’ (2006) own study of a virtual community found that the majority of 

social exchange that took place helped forge new connections and provided the online 

community with a sense of camaraderie, which effectively enabled voluntarism of 

information, norms, and trust� all elements of social capital. Additionally, the 

information seeking behavior of newer members had been met with the bestowing of 

information from older, core members (Williams, 2006). This establishes the 

trustworthiness of the community, indicating that the longer one participated in the 

community the more likely he or she was willing to share information with those 

pursuing information. Therefore, a cyclical process occurs and trust becomes further 

ingrained in the community. 

 Williams (2006) explains low levels of social capital found online may be 

affected by what Galston (2000) attributes to high versus low entry and exit costs of 
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communities. If the cost of entry is low, more people are able to join, developing a 

possibly wider network of connections, but allowing members to leave without building 

strong connections. Conversely, if the cost of entry is high, as is the case in networks 

comprised of shared interests and mutual support systems, users are more likely to stay 

connected due to a sense of belonging to the community, thus enabling stronger bonds to 

be formed and the subsequent creation of bonding social capital (Galston, 2000). Galston 

contends that these high entry communities predominately exist offline. A more 

significant finding was the strength of Internet users’ friendships. Stronger relationships 

led to offline social capital, an effect chalked up to need-fulfillment, an action describing 

individuals going online to seek out social capital they are lacking in their offline lives 

(Williams, 2006). Additionally, some research suggests that stronger ties are formed in 

online communities because of shared interest, rather than in offline communities where 

the commonality is only geographical (Michaelson, 1996; Wellman & Gulia, 1999).  

 While the research above has been directed toward the Internet as a whole, as well 

as online communities, Wellman et al. (2011) contend that not all information & 

communication technologies (ICTs) afford a diversity of networks, a precursor to what 

some theorists contend is necessary for building social capital. They instead focus their 

research on specific technologies such as web surfing, email, and social networking 

services, finding that users of SNSs have more diverse networks than average Internet 

users. This diversity is increased when coupled with using the Internet at work. More 

importantly, Internet usage was relational to participation in local social settings� the 

higher the usage of ICTs, specifically social networking sites, the more likely the user 

was to participate in offline activities, thus enabling civic participation (Chua et al., 
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2011). For the purposes of this study, social networks will be analyzed for the potential 

building of social network structures and accrual of social capital. 

 
Social Capital in Social Networks 

 
 

 Social network sites are defined by boyd & Ellison (2007) as “web‐based services 

that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi‐public profile within a bounded 

system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) 

view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system” 

(p.211). Unlike online communities where networks are composed of interactions 

between the groups, social network sites are user-centric, focusing on the individual and 

those within that individual’s network (boyd & Ellison, 2007). boyd and Ellison (2007) 

are clear to use the term “social network site” rather than networking “in order to 

emphasize that these sites (SNSs) are more often used to replicate connections that exist 

offline than to build new ones,” as networking implies expanding connections (p. 211). 

boyd (2008) supports this notion of social networks as places for friend maintenance, 

claiming that SNSs are ‘‘networked publics’’ which enhance preexisting relationships 

online when users are unable to meet up in person. While connection building, or lack 

thereof, may be the case among SNSs, much of the other literature regarding social 

capital and SNSs does not make the distinction between labeling these sites as either 

network sites or networking sites, therefore neither will this study. As the network aspect 

of SNSs is the most important feature of the sites, in order to understand the 

infrastructure and relative affordances of social capital in SNSs we need to understand 

how networks function. 
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 According to Lin (2005) “networks provide the necessary condition for access to 

and use of embedded resources. Without networks, it would be impossible to capture the 

embedded resources” (p. 4). Social capital is the embedded resources within these networks. 

More importantly, networks are typically dissimilar: “variations in networks or network 

features may increase or decrease the likelihood of having a certain quantity or quality of 

resources embedded. Thus, network features should be seen as important and necessary 

antecedents exogenous to social capital” (Lin, 2005, p.4).  Granovetter (1973) also elaborates 

on variations within networks. Using a ‘small-world model’ he distinguishes between weak 

and strong ties, suggesting strong ties bring users together who share similar interests 

(community), but weak ties allow those within the community to interact with diverse 

members of the group and further enhance their ties with the ties of other community 

members. Haythornthwaite (2005) describes this process of interaction in social networks: 

 
 A type of exchange or interaction is known as a social network relation, and pairs 
 who maintain one or more types of relations are said to maintain a tie. Across a 
 set of individuals, person-to-person connectivity builds into social networks. Such 
 networks reveal how resources flow and circulate among these individuals, and 
 what subsets or cliques of individuals are more connected than others. The ties 
 maintained by pairs can range from weak to strong according to the types of 
 exchanges, frequency of contact, intimacy, duration of the relationship, etc., (p. 
 127). 
 
Per Granovetter (1973) this exchange process allows both ties to coexist within the 

network, but each affords the individual different opportunities; one connects with a 

person with strong ties they already know, exchanging like-minded information and 

support, whereas weak ties allow members to interact with their strong tie’s networks, 

comprised of people who may offer different information. 

 boyd (2006) found that “friends” on SNSs “provide context by offering users an 

imagined audience to guide behavioral norms” (as quoted in boyd & Ellison, 2007). 
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Interactions take place from a user “driving” the network, choosing who to participate 

with and what information they consume. This type of ego-centric platform is indicative 

of contemporary spaces of convergence, where the architecture of these websites is set to 

engage actors with each other, yet the user is “the center and source of all interactions, 

which typically emanate from a locus that permits an online connection” (Papacharissi, 

2011, p. 306). In SNSs then, there is no need to reciprocate action if the user is the center 

of attention, relaying information out to the audience from a one-to-many perspective, 

instead of many-to-many interactions, as found in communities (Rheingold, 2000). Adler 

& Kwon (2002) claim that reciprocity, an integral component to sustaining healthy 

communities, “transforms individuals from self-seeking and egocentric agents with little 

sense of obligation to others into members of a community with shared interests, a 

common identity, and a commitment to the common good” (p. 25). Reciprocity is also a 

key element toward the generation of social capital.  

 Baym (2011) provides an overview of relationships on SNSs suggesting that 

relationship maintenance rather than creation of new ties prevails. This maintenance is 

present in networks where relationship movement occurs from offline to online, instead, 

as had been the common direction that had existed in prior research (Ellison, 2007). Most 

connections on SNSs are made of weak ties, whereby the majority of a user’s friends 

were not “real friends” (Ellison, 2007). This is explained by the ability to include fake or 

celebrity profiles as friends, potentially increasing the size of the network but not 

enhancing real connections. Baym (2011) contends that even though SNSs are made 

predominately of weak ties there are some mixed results of homophily in cases where 

users are demographically and racially alike, as well as containing ties that share spatially 
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bounded attributes such as attending the same school. Unlike social capital’s definition of 

weak ties comprised of heterogeneous networks, the homophily in SNSs further 

evidences SNSs lack of creating new ties to gain social capital.  This differs in 

communities where users are not limited to the network of the individuals they have 

“friended,” instead community groups are non-exclusive and more open, exposing users 

to public exchanges within the group. While a community may be generally categorized 

as homogenous based on shared interests, the networks within can be heterogeneous, and 

the possibility for weak and strong ties is not limited. 

 Although Steinfield, Ellison, and Lampe (2008) found that the SNS Facebook 

allowed users to maintain current ties as well as gain bridging social capital by fostering 

new ties, ties which typically contain diverse sets of information, the population of their 

study was comprised of college-aged students, the predominant population of Facebook 

users during the time span of the study (it was not until the Fall of 2006 that Facebook 

allowed non-academically related accounts to be created). Many of the findings from the 

supplementary qualitative research highlighted the ways in which users were able to find 

information about their new friend’s dorm addresses or phone numbers. Lampe. Ellison, 

and Steinfield (2006) refer to this type of information seeking as social searching� the act 

of seeking out information about an individual already known offline. Opposite of social 

searching is social browsing, or seeking out connections online that can later be taken 

offline (Lampe et al., 2006). The inclusion of a sample comprised of college students in 

both studies (as well as other Facebook-social capital studies, see Coyle & Vaughn, 2008; 

Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2011) is not indicative of contemporary Facebook user 

demographics, and limits the findings that SNSs contain heterogeneous weak ties 
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(Steinfield et al., 2008). While college students could potentially have vast differences of 

resources and information, other variables should be considered that may characterize the 

ties as more homogeneous, such as whether the school was private or public (cost of 

attendance could also skew groups of affluent students), or if the institution specialized in 

certain majors that attracted similarly-minded students. This speculation is reified by the 

findings that many of these ties are made from prior relationships offline, such as friends 

from high school, connections made in classrooms, or in sororities (Lampe et al., 2006; 

Steinfield et al., 2008). Additionally, while the connections may be different in 

comparison to a user’s prior offline network, the exchanges that produced bridging social 

capital are comprised of users in a geographically-bound space, in this instance the 

college campus. A function of the Internet as an impetus for gaining different types of 

social capital is to afford access to individuals across the globe rather than one central 

location that may mimic a user’s traditional offline connections. While the networks 

become larger, the diversity or heterogeneity of viewpoints and opinions do not 

necessarily correlate with the new types of connections found by participant’s social 

browsing actions.  

 Steinfield et al.’s (2008) study, however, did explore the relationship between 

user’s self-esteem (low or high) and the effect it had on perceived social capital. Those 

with lower self-esteem gained more from these types of connections because they were 

able to obtain information about other users, thus offering a jumping off point to initiate 

conversation. Drawing on Haythornthwaite (2005) they purport, “learning information 

about one's “latent ties” might lower the barriers to initiating communication, both 

because potential commonalities are revealed and because crucial information about 
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others, such as relationship status, are provided — thus mitigating fears of rejection” (as 

quoted in Steinfield et al., 2008, p. 443).While SNSs are used by introverted as well as 

extroverted individuals, users are able to breach new connections easier when coupled 

with an interface that allows them to share information about themselves. 

Haythornthwaite (2005) refers to these types of connections as being “technically 

possible but not yet activated socially” (p. 137). Her main argument is that the goal of 

social networks is to shift weak ties to strong ties, “from public to private” (p.141). 

Theoretically this may be the goal of SNSs, but as evidenced from the Facebook studies, 

weak ties are still the predominant type of social capital formed.  

 Hampton et al. (2011), partnering with the Pew Internet & American Life Project, 

surveyed adults about their media habits in conjunction with community ties and 

participation. They found that users who accessed the Internet from work and participated 

in social networking sites had more diverse networks, over one half more than average. 

Their findings also point out that those who use the Internet, particularly SNSs, 

commonly have fewer ties in their neighborhood; however, the SNS allowed them access 

to a more diverse network of individuals, thus decreasing their dependence on 

neighborhood ties (Hampton et al., 2011). As the diversity of a network increases, the 

opportunities for gaining social capital do as well. Hampton et al. (2011) posit that 

networks are heading more in the direction of maintaining circles of friends and 

disseminating information based on user ‘likes’ (a user’s like on Facebook is associated 

with the action of clicking a ‘like button’ that is housed next to posts and status updates 

within the network). Facebook also uses algorithms to display information from friends 

that you visit most often, encouraging visiting different networks based on the type of 
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relationships you have (Tippin, 2011). This could potentially limit the diversity of the 

network even further. Google + (plus) is another example of a SNS that encourages you 

to bifurcate your connections into networks of friends, family, and colleagues, just to 

name a few. Lin (2005) aptly points out that there is a general assumption that all 

networks carry some type of social capital. While certain social networks have the 

potential to carry social capital, it is the effectiveness and type of capital they provide that 

is more important to mobilizing that social capital. By applying a micro-to-macro lens we 

are able to unveil the different types of capital gained from an individual (micro) to the 

larger group or social capital of the collective (macro) (Lin, 2005). Because social capital 

is accessible not just by the individual, but to be utilized by the whole group, group 

capital is just as important to mobilization (Lin, 2005). 

 Baym (2009) analyzed a SNS that contained both individual and group 

components. The community, Last.fm─ a SNS based on sharing music and user 

recommendations─ is formed on a shared interest rather than a website specifically aimed 

at creating social networks of already familiar networks, i.e. Facebook & MySpace. She 

found that while the site functioned to connect friends based on shared musical tastes, 

which in turn did create new friendships, specific subgenres and resultant subcultures 

evolving from these tastes did not create strong ties unless those connections met 

separately offline. Older adults also made connections on the website, thus suggesting the 

online platform allows for more opportunities across age demographics to make these 

connections (Baym, 2009). As research has found, as adults get older, the opportunity to 

make and maintain new connections becomes difficult based on geographic locations, 

moving in and out of neighborhoods, and disagreements between friends and an 



34 
 

 

individual’s spouse (Baym, 2009). Baym (2009) found media multiplexity, defined as 

“who talks to whom about what and via which media,” aided in relational development ─ 

members interacting with multiple media bolstered their relationships (Hawthornthwaite, 

2005, p. 130). Her overall findings suggest that without these supplementary interactions 

the ties on Last.fm remained weak. 

 SNSs’ infrastructures centralize the user as the locus for interactions within the 

network. Simply put, the user is the center of the system, disseminating information out 

to his or her network with status updates or tweets and choosing to interact with a select 

few in the network by navigating to their specific pages/handles, or commenting on their 

stories in the news feed. What elements of social networking sites can provide an 

opportunity for an increase and generation of new ties? A community housed within a 

social networking site may offer more opportunities to build strong ties of bonding social 

capital out of weak ties or bridging capital. One could argue contrary to SNSs, a social 

networking community may not place the user at the center of information flow, as the 

profile page is not the central location of interaction, but allows members control of the 

spaces within the community they choose to visit, thus granting a more digestible 

experience. 

 As the research above suggests, SNSs do not promote an accumulation of both 

bonding and bridging social capital. An online community (Last.fm), even within the 

infrastructure of a social networking site, did not offer these opportunities more so than 

traditional social networking sites. Therefore, an additional component is necessary to 

allow more ties to be forged, and in turn creating different types of social capital. This 

additional component can be found in a hybrid online and offline social networking 
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community. Vergeer and Pelzer (2009) found that offline network capital provided 

greater social support and a decrease in loneliness than online network capital, suggesting 

that perhaps it is the lack of social cues that does not allow users to gain network capital 

online. A hybrid community, therefore, would offer supplementary social capital by 

combining the spaces of online and offline to build a network of embedded social capital 

comprised of both weak and strong ties. 

 

Social Capital in Hybrid Communities 

 

 Blanchard (2004) defines two types of online communities� place based, which 

are typically centered around a pre-existing offline location like a neighborhood group 

that features an online bulletin board; and dispersed, a community that does not have an 

offline location, only meeting in a space online. Place-based communities may have more 

dense networks as it allows for an overlapping of networks in the online realm as well as 

the physical/offline locale (Blanchard, 2004). An alternative to place-based community is 

hybrid community, one that does not have to first be formed offline later to be 

supplemented by online communication. Marletta (2009) describes hybrid communities 

as: 

 
 new social groups [that] represent a form of post-modern community 
 characterized by the liberation of the individual from social constraints such as 
 identity and geographical space… participants promote a sense of brotherhood 
 among each other… In order to fortify the disembodied and abstract relations, 
 and to help participants to stay in touch, members of virtual communities feel the 
 need to meet, sporadically or on a regular basis, during physical face-to-face 
 gatherings (p. 29).  
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 Blanchard (2004) studied such a hybrid community─ a Multi Sport Newsgroup 

sports training group� a dispersed online community that also enacted face-to-face 

interactions at sporting events and races. She found that social capital was gained in the 

online portion of the community via information sharing, norm reinforcement, and trust, 

all which directed community obligation. Social capital was also gained in the offline 

community─ members chose to meet up with one another, commiserate after a race, or 

prep for specific sporting activities, thus broadening their social networks and 

overlapping the dispersed online network with the local face-to-face network. Meeting 

with members offline materialized the ‘realness’ of those participating online, in turn 

creating stronger bonds of trust and sense of community (Blanchard, 2004). The key 

point that Blanchard (2004) makes is the importance of the abundance of information 

sharing that occurred within the online community; members were able to absorb more 

information in the asynchronous online space than they were in the synchronous offline, 

face-to-face space. Wellman et al. (2001) suggest that these types of “online interactions 

fill communication gaps between face-to-face meetings” (p. 438). More information is 

gathered on users’ own time and allows for more thoughtful consideration of member 

trust and reciprocity, thus leading to a stronger sense of community, and in turn a 

platform to build social capital.  

 Sessions (2010), also researching a hybrid community called Metafilter.com, 

analyzed over eight years of data investigating the ways that offline interactions affect 

online behavior. These offline meet-ups strengthened user participation on the website, 

specifically in online forums where information sharing was most prevalent (Sessions, 

2010). Information sharing is a key characteristic of building social capital, reinforced by 
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the offline activity. This sharing is explained through the development of multiplex 

relationships; participants included multiple modes of communication (online and 

offline) aiding in an increase of community support and exchange (Sessions, 2010). 

Interestingly, the study found that after offline meet-ups, participants favored interaction 

with those they met in person, moreover than those they only knew online. This change 

in behavior lends itself to the findings of Haythornthwaite (2005) in that a new type of 

medium (in this case the offline interaction) changed the relationship users had with weak 

ties� while bonding social capital was created, it was at the expense (favoritism for 

attendees) of those who remained online members only. Although this favoritism 

strengthened social capital between offline attendees, the information being shared was 

still accessible by everyone in the community (Sessions, 2010). Additionally, while 

bonding capital was formed, the connections may exist amongst heterogeneous ties; 

simply attending an offline gathering does not constitute similar identities or a decline in 

the diversity of interests among those involved. The importance of this last point 

illustrates how attributes of bonding social capital is garnered amongst weak-ties, without 

limiting the heterogeneous nature of those involved. 

 Goodsell and Williamson (2008) found that online and offline connections were 

tantamount to the creation of community within a group of building rehabbers, called 

“brick huggers,” in Midwest City, Oklahoma. While the online component emerged after 

the group of “brick huggers” initially met offline, many online interactions took place 

amongst those who had not met offline, even though they were privy to the potential for 

these types of meet-ups. Oftentimes online conversation led to participants asking to 

include further offline contact for more information; this entailed meeting up in person or 
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continuing the conversation on the telephone (Goodsell et. al., 2008). Interestingly, even 

though these requests for offline follow-up were directed toward a specific person, the 

requests were disseminated through a public listserv, allowing all 2,000 members of the 

list to have access to these resources and potentially meet offline as well. The lack of 

privatization suggests participants were open to all members of the community meeting 

offline to discuss group concerns. Here it is evident that the resources are truly embedded 

within the community, rather than a select few individuals. 

 Even when social capital is possible online, the offline face-to-face interactions 

are what social capital analysts suggest is more important to social capital building due to 

shared history and dependence (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998; Wasko and Faraj 2005). 

Mathwick, Wiertz, and Ruyter (2007) suggest that the fluidity and ability to enter and exit 

at one’s will creates a finer sense of contribution in a community, based on a desire to 

participate rather than behavior normative of community expectations. Fukuyama (1995) 

refers to this as “spontaneous sociability,” a subset of social capital with “the capacity to 

form new associations and to cooperate within the terms of reference they establish…, 

intermediate communities” (p.27). Haythornthwaite (2005) affirms this by suggesting 

that “groups need technical means for both public and private conversation, as well as 

opportunities to be together in ways that allow the social and emotional interactions that 

build strong ties.” (p. 139). Thus hybrid communities offer more opportunities to work 

outside the confines of the initial community, allowing members to reinvent group norms 

based on smaller sects of members, and have more opportunities to generate different 

forms of social capital. 
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CHAPTER 3 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
 In his attempt to harness the vast explications of social capital, Lin (2005) 

addresses the two key positions within social capital theory─ homogenous ties and 

heterogeneous ties─ and offers a theory that understands social capital not as favoring 

weak or strong ties, but in which situations or outcomes one tie is stronger than the other. 

He contends that within homogenous social capital an “enhanced collective solidarity” is 

formed, based on trust and reciprocity; on the other side of the debate, heterogeneous ties 

manifest “social mobility, economic performance and social movement” (Lin, 2005, p. 

15). Addressing hierarchical positioning within social capital theory, Lin (2005) suggests 

that while position within the network may help to aid in accessing social capital, 

network position should not be a primary determiner for the accrual of social capital. 

Contrary to other social capital theorists (Granovetter, 1973; Burt, 1992), Lin (2005) 

emphasizes homogenous ties as important as they are necessary for maintaining social 

relations, and in turn the core set of already accrued resources or social capital. More 

resources (social capital) are always a good thing, but maintaining the networks one 

already has sustains community relations. Lin (2005) does not discount heterogeneous or 

weak ties, as he claims they are essential for information and resource seeking. This study 

seeks to understand in what type of situation and what types of outcomes these different 

ties are found within a social networking community site. 

 As Wellman (2001) contends, we are living as “networked individuals” in that 

personalization of media (cell phones, private computers, etc.) creates personalized 

communities; rather than communities of place-to-place, communities are now person-to-

person. Due to the affordance of this mobility, wireless communications allow people to 
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move from network to network, while at the same time communicating simultaneously 

with various people across these networks (Wellman, 2001). This individualized nature is 

illustrated in the way people use personal email addresses and individual cell phones, 

leaving association to the individual instead of a physical address that may be used by 

numerous people in a family. In a media centric society, living synchronous online and 

offline lives comprised of different networks, it is necessary to address the entire 

spectrum of social capital to understand the ways in which different types of social 

capital are gained by maneuvering not only from one definitive network to the other, but 

intertwining the characteristics of network connections, back and forth, within sparse and 

dense networks. 

 In order to capture this dynamic, working from Lin’s (2005) concept of network-

based theory of social capital I propose an addition to the types of social capital, 

embodied by the group, as well as the individual within the group� a networked social 

capital. This type of social capital allows users to create and participate in spaces that 

afford them sparse AND densely-knit ties within his or her networks. While few authors 

touch upon the ability for a network or community to embody both ties (Granovetter, 

1973; Putnam, 2001), their findings clearly favor one tie as more effective, and more 

importantly, containing specific features the opposing tie does not have. As Wellman 

(2001) purports “people must maintain differentiated portfolios of ties to obtain a variety 

of needed and wanted resources” (p. 245). Based on the social capital sought, and the 

goals of an individual within a group, different ties are necessary for the most efficacious 

outcome. It is not that the tie is situated closer in similarities as with kin or close friends, 

or that it is weaker and can only offer new types of information, but that it contains 
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certain attributes that are shared by both types of ties. Networked social capital does not 

subscribe to the dichotomy of just bridging or bonding, it instead functions on the values 

that networked individuals place upon it. The goals that they seek social capital to 

achieve should be met with whatever tie is able to afford them a method for achievement. 

This type of social capital should only exist across networks where both ties are possible, 

the network in which they seek out social capital must be embedded with, as well as 

afford members access to, these resources.  

 As Galston (1999) points out, “to some extent, strong ties are bound to require 

compromises of autonomy and vice versa” and that we should find “ways of living that 

combine individual autonomy and strong social bonds” (p. 195). He suggests that through 

the notion of “voluntary community” this way of living is possible, as these types of 

communities have “low barriers to entry, low barriers to exit, and interpersonal relations 

shaped by mutual adjustment rather than by hierarchical authority or coercion” (p. 195). 

This does not mean the community does not contain characteristics of high entry and exit 

costs; rather participation in the community is voluntary, meaning they do not have to 

exchange information or communicate with everyone in the network if they choose not to 

do so. 

 The addition of networked social capital in social capital theory and its 

application in this study still maintains the characteristics unique to weak/bridging social 

capital and strong/bonding social capital, but takes those concepts one step further. 

Networked social capital exists when exchanges take place that utilize both weak and 

strong ties, as well as exchanges that share a combination of the characteristics of 
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bridging and bonding. This latter point counters prior social capital theorists’ separation 

of these characteristics. To further elaborate, when interacting with weak heterogeneous 

ties (ties that allow diversity of information and social mobility), a user can still interact 

under the umbrella of the collectivity, or networks with bonding capital may provide 

support that has thus far only been attributed to close friends or kin (Wellman & Gulia, 

1999). Further, through its sense of community or closeness, this collectivity is typically 

comprised of strong/bonding ties that an individual already knows (Lin, 2005). If this 

type of collective exists within the infrastructure of a social networking community, 

bonding social capital should be found in the same network as bridging social capital, and 

through various combinations, respectively. The elements of trust, reciprocity, and group 

norms used for investing in social capital are still afforded to all types of social capital─ 

bridging, bonding, and networked; outcomes of social capital are also available to all 

three categories, as the returns are a by-product of social capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992). The type of tie that afforded these returns is secondary to the fact that they were 

afforded it at all.  

 Lastly, under these continually fluctuating conditions, networked social capital is 

not wholly separated as a resource of the group, nor solely accrued by the individual. 

Wellman (1998) analyzes social networks from a position opposite of traditional social 

networking theory. He studies personal network connections from an “ego-centric” 

position, rather than a more traditional whole network approach. This allows for an 

analysis of not only the network, but how an individual accesses and invests in social 

capital within that network (Wellman, 1998). His application looks at “the density and 

clustering of a network; how tightly it is bounded; whether it is variegated or constricted 
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in its size and heterogeneity; how narrowly specialized or broadly multiplex are its 

relationships; and how indirect connections and structural positions affect behavior” 

(Wellman, 1998, p 16). This type of analysis parallels the ways in which social capital 

theorists look at social capital as not only resources within a network structure, but also 

the individual’s network. Wellman’s (1998) methods also expand analysis to include 

personal network connections based on various technological and mediated experiences 

as outlined by media mutiplexity (Haythornthwaite, 2005). Social network theory often is 

more interested in the network structures, rather than an individual’s resources; social 

capital theory differs in that it is most concerned with what types of information and 

resources actors in the network posses, and more importantly, through what exchanges in 

the network they bring their resources. A combination of both these approaches (Lin, 

2005; Wellman, 1998) will enable a more thorough investigation of the networks and 

individuals within these networks. As Fukuyama (2000) points out, social capital can 

exist in groups through formal partnerships, hierarchies, and contracts. In informal groups 

such as communities, social capital reduces the costs of transactions, relying on the 

behaviors that foster group cohesiveness (trust, reciprocity, etc.) to gain access to these 

resources. Qualitative analysis allows for a much more in-depth understanding of these 

relations and rationale for behavior, rather than just the quantity and proximity of the 

relationships within these social networks. 

 As prior research (Lin, 2005; Adler & Kwon, 2002) on social capital indicates, 

there is no solid scale to determine whether bridging social capital (heterogeneous weak 

ties) or bonding social capital (homogenous strong ties) is more effective than the other. 

Where offline communities, particularly organizations, are static, the Internet and online 
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communities are dynamic entities, allowing information to flow asynchronously 

(Blanchard, 2004). As Wellman et al. (1999) write, “there is opportunity to find resources 

in various social circles. Maneuverability allows one to avoid the penurious and onerous 

nature of being a single network member and to pursue fortune and happiness elsewhere” 

(p. 649). If networked social capital is gained from both spectrums of the scale, then the 

ties that are formed are simply a means to an end; one is not better than the other, but 

affords different opportunities for different individuals within the network. This allows 

the user to balance between strong and weak ties, determined by an individual’s personal 

goals. As Wellman and Gulia (1999) point out:  

 Computer-mediated-communication (CMC) both fosters the proliferation of weak 
 ties and glues spatially distant stronger ties in place until the next face-to-face 
 meetings. It is especially useful for maintaining contact with "weak ties": persons 
 and groups with whom one does not have strong relationships of work, kinship, 
 sociability support, or information exchange (p. 650).  

 A hybrid online community with an offline component, much like a networked 

individual, extends the network, without being confined to the static nature of one 

specific place. This study investigates two research questions: (1) To what extent do users 

gain social capital through participation in online interactions? (2) In what ways does the 

hybrid community offer social capital that is different than social networking sites? These 

questions will help unveil the ways that members of the hybrid community function and 

build social capital within their personal networks.  
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CHAPTER 4 
METHODOLOGY 

 
 In order to understand the full range of social capital available within a hybrid 

SNS community this study analyzed the following elements based on a modified version 

of Lin’s (2005) model for a more robust measurement of social capital: (1) investment in 

social capital, i.e. trust, reciprocity, norms and information flow, with the addition  of 

community commitment as outlined by Wellman et al. (2001), (2) access to and 

mobilization of social capital, via bridging and bonding (Lin, 2005), as well as the 

addition of what I outline as networked social capital and (3) returns of social capital (p. 

39). Two types of expected returns are modeled and defined by Lin (2005) as (1) returns 

to instrumental action, and (2) returns to expressive action. Instrumental action includes 

economic and social (reputation) returns, whereas expressive action includes returns that 

affect physical health, mental health (emotional balance), and life satisfaction (optimism 

and satisfaction with family, marriage, work, etc.) (p. 40). See Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. 

 

  

 This study was also interested in the ways in which these networks have afforded 

not only individual members, but the whole group access and use of social capital. The 

structure of traditional SNSs typically affords the ego-centric user access to social capital, 

but prior studies do not address the other people within these users’ networks. In a 

community space, interactions take place in public and in private, for both the individual 

and the group. Lastly, both the online and offline components of the hybrid community 

were analyzed in order to understand the dynamic nature of the community, the network 

connections, and whether the interactions both online and offline allowed for different 

types of social capital. 



47 
 

 

 These elements not only aid in understanding the conditions necessary for gaining 

social capital, including their outcomes and returns, but also engage with the networks 

necessary for employing these conditions and the type of ties that exist in the network. 

The network structure was analyzed utilizing three categories of social capital: bridging 

(weak ties), bonding (strong ties), and networked (exchanges involving both ties or a 

combination of the characteristics of both bridging and bonding). Lin (2005) explains that 

bonding social capital maintains resources, which are enabled through expressive actions, 

whereas bridging ties aid in seeking out new information, initiated by instrumental 

actions. Kavanaugh, Carroll, Rosson, Zin, and Reese (2005) define bonding social capital 

as thick trust, which includes daily support and mutuality within homogeneous 

communities.  Conversely, bridging social capital contains thin trust, containing less 

personal information, and like Lin (2005) describes, is used for instrumental actions, 

linking smaller, more homogenous networks together for information sharing. However, 

Neman and Dale (2005) point out, “because bridging capital brings in new and 

potentially novel information, it is here that bonding capital provides the group resilience 

needed to absorb the benefits of bridging capital; the two capitals are complementary” (p. 

2). This interaction between ties is where networked social capital comes into play. This 

analysis sought to merge the most widely cited understanding of what social capital 

constitutes, as thus far in social capital research there has not been an agreed upon 

definition, nor method of measurement (Adler & Kwon, 2002). As Edwards and Foley 

(1998) write, “it is important to pay close attention to the circumstances in which forms 

of capital are created and deployed, avoiding the assumption that a single, global variable 

can be taken to predict meaningful differences in social, cultural, or human capital”  (pp. 
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135-136). Therefore, this study analyzed how a community embedded within a SNS also 

affords networked social capital, extending prior research that uses only bridging (weak 

ties) and/or bonding (strong ties) social capital.   

 Using Wellman’s (1998) ego-centric social network approach, in which the 

concept of networked social capital is rooted, this study explores how the structural 

relations exist in the multiple networks within the online/offline community via a user-

centric point of view. According to Wellman (1998), analysts use this approach to “trace 

the relationships of the persons they are studying, wherever these relationships go and 

whoever they are with. In this way, formal boundaries become important analytic 

variables rather than a priori analytic constraints” (p. 16). Within the Fark community 

exist multiple networks, both online and offline. These structures not only include the 

mechanisms that make the online component have a place for community, but also the 

offline communication that is an extension of relations from online. For the purposes of 

this study, external groups are considered any network outside the community section 

(Total Fark Discussion tab) on the Fark website, as this is the central network where 

subscribing member convene. Bridging social capital allows ties from an individual’s 

external network to be connected to his or her internal network (Granovetter, 1973). 

Examining the hybrid community first from the perspective of users’ relationships and 

networks, followed by the location of their networks as a secondary analysis, allows the 

study to highlight the types of ties present in relation to the user, and then how these ties 

use media multiplexity (Hawthornthwaite, 2005) to afford users different personal 

networks, in turn generating multiple types of social capital.  
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 As prior research has typically used quantitative measures, i.e. survey data, 

questionnaires, values surveys, name generators, name interpreters, and position 

generators, this study employed qualitative research methods gained from one-on-one 

interviews with members of a social networking hybrid community. Qualitative 

interviews are a valid method in social science research as they offer a technique that 

allows the "phenomenon of interest [to] unfold naturally" (Patton, 2001, p. 39). 

Interviewing subjects allows for an understanding via “experience and perspective 

through stories, accounts, and explanations” which provide narratives, rationale for 

behavior, and self-interpretation (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010, p. 173). Rather than just 

identifying that members do indeed gain social capital based on the density or 

heterogeneity of the network, the interviews allowed for an understanding of why they 

participate in these actions, how they trust one another, adhere to norms, the decision 

process they made, and what drives them for continual participation and exchange within 

the community.  

 The study used a semi-standardized, open-ended interview technique. A list of 

predetermined questions was asked and questions were excluded or added throughout the 

interview based on the responses given. The interview method used for this study 

combines “stratified” and “purposive” sampling (Schutt, 1999), as interviewees were 

chosen based on: (1) being a subscribing member of Total Fark (gaining access to the 

Total Fark Discussion tab where the crux of the community is located), and (2) their 

attendance of at least one offline Fark party. Subjects were recruited via Fark-related 

groups on the social networking site Facebook as a way to recruit members who are 

active online across multiple social media platforms. Relying on snow-balling and word-
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of-mouth techniques, the sample drawn included eleven members including the website’s 

founder, Drew Curtis. Interviewees consisted of seven males and four females, ranging in 

age from twenty nine to fifty eight. The membership base interviewed was nationally 

dispersed and was not structured around one specific interest (other than perhaps a 

fondness for news satire); therefore there is a high level of member diversity, 

strengthening the external validity. Personal in-depth interviews were conducted 

predominately over the phone which lasted from thirty minutes to over an hour. 

Interviews over the phone were audio recorded and later transcribed. One interviewee 

responded via email. In order to protect the identity of community members, all interview 

subjects were given anonymity. Lastly, using a modified version of Lin’s (2005) model 

that includes networked social capital, examples of social capital were extracted from the 

Interview responses based on actions of trust, actions of reciprocity, actions of norms and 

information flow, and actions of community commitment. Outcomes of social capital 

both instrumental (economic and social outcomes) and expressive actions (returns aiding 

in physical and/or mental health and life satisfaction) were also extracted from the 

interviews for this analysis. 

 The following chapter provides an overview of the Fark website, highlighting key 

features that were used in the analysis of this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 
FARK.COM 

 
 Upon glancing at the Fark.com website, one may simply disregard it as a news 

aggregate or an RSS feed, however, this is not the case. Created in 1999, by founder 

Drew Curtis, the Fark website consists of more than simply news by offering subject-

based tabs which allow users to create threads for commenting, participating in 

Photoshop contests and quizzes, and via paid membership, gaining access to exclusive 

areas of the site.  

 The tabs and forums set apart material for easier access for those with more 

particular interests. The forums include: Fark Forum, TotalFark Forum, Sports, Geek, 

Fark Quiz, Entertainment, Tech, Politics, Photoshop/Audio Edit, Farktography, and a 

Fark Party forum. Tabs include subjects such as: Not News, Sports, Entertainment, Tech, 

Politics, Video, Voting, and My Fark (settings and preferences). Additionally, there are 

sections on the website that cover press/publicity, Fark TV, information on the Fark 

book, a Fark travel guide to discuss favorite bars, TotalFark, and Foobies (an adult-only 

area). 

 There are two core levels of participants on the Fark website� the first level of 

users are referred to as ‘lighters,’ they are comprised of public participants who have 

access to a pared down version of news articles (50 per tab); the other core group are 

subscribing members, a group of 700K+ who have signed up for a more extensive 

version of the website (1,800-2,000 articles per tab) also known as Total Farkers. 

Members belonging to TotalFark (TF) have coined names for males and females- Total 

Farkers and Total Farkettes.  For only $5 a month or $50 a year, those who subscribe to 
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TF get an @ultrafark.com email address and gain access to the community aspect of the 

Fark.com website─ the Total Fark Discussion (TFD) tab, an area where users post 

threads about any and all topics they desire, many of which have nothing to do with the 

news threads found on the main public pages of Fark. As the Fark.com website FAQ 

section proclaims, “If threads on Fark are like a giant house party, threads on TF are like 

hanging out with your smartassed friends at a bar” (Fark.com-FAQ).  

 The crux of the news portion of the website is located on the main public page 

consisting of user-submitted news articles. The news articles, gathered from outside news 

sources (not member produced), are submitted to the website with alternative headlines 

that provide a humorous or witty summation of the article. The Fark.com website 

receives over 2,000 news submissions a day, which are then chosen based on how 

“funny” the headlines are to administrators. One who spends time on the website learns 

what are referred to as ‘Farkisms,’ or language which has been coined by the members; 

this language is often incorporated into headlines and topic discussions. Such examples 

are: “Duke sucks,” “still no cure for cancer,” “ugly-ass baby animals,” and “Farked,” just 

to name a few (Fark.com-FAQ). The headlines are so popular that they are often printed 

on t-shirts available for purchase in the Fark store along with other novelty and gag items. 

 While the Fark.com website is not run by a corporation or a legacy news 

organization, it does sell advertising space in the form of banner ads. The website 

receives 1.2M users and 40M page views per month; of these users 6% are from the Fark 

mobile application (Quantcast, March 2012). Demographically, Fark predominately 

reaches the 25-44 age range (49% of visitors), followed closely by 45-54 (19%), and 18-

24 (14%), respectively (Quantcast, March 2012). The website skews male, 66% to 34%; 
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on average reaches middle income households (51% < $50K, 43% >$50K); is visited 

mostly by Caucasians (84%), followed by Hispanics & African Americans (both 6%); as 

well as skews with those who hold higher education degrees- 62% of its audience having 

attended college or grad school (Quantcast, March 2012).  

 The offline components, or Fark parties, were formed after the website had been 

established for a few years. These parties are held in no particular area of the United 

States as they are spontaneously initiated by members in their location of preference, 

mostly being in their own home towns. There is an unofficial national party that now 

meets once a year, the ‘Fark Vegas World Party’, celebrating its second annual gathering 

in April of 2012. The offline parties are so popular that they have their own forums, email 

lists, and message boards. 

 What makes Fark such a compelling community is not only its hybrid online and 

offline elements, but the persistence of a community aspect, separate from the social 

networking news site. The community aspect, contests, and general interactivity are what 

enable the Fark website to be less a news filter and more of a social networking platform. 

All members, not just TF members, are able to create and maintain a profile page, 

including a timestamp of when the account was created, contact information (email 

address, location), pictures, and varied other elements such as Fark badges and greenlit 

news headlines and link submission counts. Users are also afforded the ability to 

‘favorite’ or ‘ignore’ other members, compiling a list of these categorized members on 

their profile page (not in the public view of the profile). The founder of the website, Drew 

Curtis, recognizes the importance of these tools for the community aspect and has said 

that the Fark website will get a facelift: “I think we’re going to start massively 
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strengthening the social tools on the site internally to itself. For awhile I was resisting 

because I didn’t want to copy Facebook, until I realized this is what everyone kind of 

expects out of the features, we’re not actually copying Facebook, but rather providing 

features that everyone has expectations for from a social site.” 

 As evidenced by the structure of the website Fark we can establish it as containing 

a community with a social networking site and we can now move on to the analysis of 

social capital found within the Fark community. 
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CHAPTER 6 
FINDINGS 

 

Sense of Community 

 The most prominent element of the Fark website was the overwhelming presence 

and iterations of community nestled within a core subscriber-section of the website, the 

TFD tab, and extended from the Fark website in Fark-related interactions. The Fark 

website, as a whole, is comprised of a diverse group of people from all walks of life. 

They are geographically dispersed not only across the United States, but in other 

countries such as Canada, the UK, Australia, India, and Germany (Quantcast, 2012). The 

main public page, comprised of news stories and headlines, is the impetus for the 

website, drawing in all types of people across various subject-oriented tabs─ sports, 

entertainment, and politics, just to name a few. These topics are ways users are able to 

engage with the Fark website, and in turn what make them subscribe to become Total 

Farkers, gaining access to the community. According to the founder, Drew Curtis, the 

community organically grew on the website after users started contributing to the site: 

 “It ended up being a self perpetuating thing, and eventually, I think part of the 
 reason is because they [members] got tagged by their name; clearly these people 
 were involved in helping support this community to keep running, they felt 
 like they were a little mini club, with a bunch of people who really cared about it, 
 and then they had a place to get to know each other and hang out offline.” 

From the perspective of the members, they have a diversified set of reasons for wanting 

to access more content, content that also includes the TF community: 

 “I decided to subscribe after I read a thread where a TFer proposed marriage to 
 his girlfriend in the headline. He knew he would have to wait until she got off 
 work that day before she would log on to Fark and find his proposal. After that 
 thread went green, and I saw how much fun the TFers had all day long, waiting 
 for her to find it, I knew I had to join in.” 
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 “I think it’s the common experience of Fark itself, I generally don’t associate, 
 don’t see myself as a member of any group, but the Fark community is a little 
 different. Again it’s kind of twisted, it’s kind of a little off, and that’s the 
 attraction.” 
 
  “I had for the first time in my life moved away from all of my family and all of 
 my friends, I was essentially alone… there was a sense of being socially 
 disconnected I guess, not depressed or crushingly alone, but just sort of 
 drifting… finding Fark was like walking down the street and finding this gigantic 
 club of people who were having a great time and I loved it immediately” 
 

 All 700K+ subscribing members, referred to as Total Farkers, have access to the 

TFD tab, but not all of the members choose to participate in the same way. Within this 

tab, however, is where non-news related discussion occurs and is where the wealth of 

social capital lies. The networks within these communities and the exchanges within 

these structural elements are the defining features of social capital (Schneider, 2004). 

Community, whether online or offline, has basic elements of social relations that foster 

group cohesiveness; Wellman (2001) defines community as “networks of interpersonal 

ties that provide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging and social 

identity” (p. 228). Schneider (2004) defines community as “refer[ing] to the instances 

when individuals develop the common recognition of shared interest, culture, and 

potential for trust envisioned as the basis for social capital and mutual action” (p.9). 

Social capital is formed when community members exchange information, provide 

support, and collectively come together. Blanchard (2008) points out that social exchange 

theory is based on norms of reciprocity which “explains why people help each other, why 

they exchange information, support, and love among other commodities” (p. 2112).  

 Those who find themselves in the community area start to narrow the defining 

characteristics of the website, as the subscriber base (TF members) encompassing over 



57 
 

 

half (53%) of the monthly visitors on the site. Members described their commonalities in 

the following ways: 

 “You have to have a certain kind of sense of humor, and it’s not for people who 
 aren’t real bright. Everybody that I have met through Fark, and through the 
 parties, there is nobody that is a mental slouch. There is some kind of ironic wise-
 cracker, over-educated, underappreciated kind of persona that is prevalent in 
 there.” 
 
 “On Fark you get the kind of IT, internet savvy, techy people, and when you go to 
 the other website its more different types of people, the kinds of people I see on 
 Fark are kind of a smaller group of people than I do than on the other ones.”  
  
 “I think people on Fark tend to be outcasts, they tend to be a little socially inept… 
 for a big portion of the website they have the same type of humor, that kind of no-  
 holds-barred, sort of very snide, very ironic sense of humor.”  
 
 Similar to online communities of interest, many social networks typically tend to 

attract members with closely related characteristics (Kadushin, 2012). Through the 

principle of value-homophily, when users congregate in similar areas, they tend to 

develop common interests, in turn potentially developing shared attitudes (Kadushin, 

2012). The witty, satirical nature of Fark may filter out people who are not interested in 

participating in these types of exchanges with people who have similar attitudes. 

However, it is important to note that a shared sense of humor is simply one characteristic 

of many that can be used to describe Fark members. Additionally, this characteristic is 

not based on typical classifications of homophily such as race, economic status, or 

occupation. The network, even though sharing similar tastes, is still comprised of 

heterogeneous types of ties, but with a shared sense of humor. Often users do not share 

similar attitudes, but still choose to interact and still find value within the diverse 

networks: 
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 “We are a very diverse group, I guess I’m one of the token conservatives in the 
 bunch… one of my favorite people in the world is big, gay, and black and we 
 don’t see eye to eye on anything, and he has spent the night at my house, and sat 
 at my table, and shot guns out at my ranch, more than any other Farker. He is one 
 of my favorite people in the world, even though he and I come from completely 
 different backgrounds” 
 
 “What I like about it is that I can talk to people from all over the world. I know a 
 lot of them are mainly from the U.S., but there are members from overseas… if I 
 go on there [Fark] I can talk to someone from Canada or someone who lives in 
 California; it just gives me a broader set of opinions from other people” 
 
 Through the TFD tab, all types of members are able to solicit advice, start topical 

threads, and generally interact with one another, not based on a pre-defined set of 

interests, but as a general practice of sharing information with one another. What is 

unique about the TF community is that it is not just based on niche interests; as Côté, 

Plickert, and Wellman (2007) found in their study, subjects were less concerned with 

sharing their resources with those of a similar nature, thus suggesting that the exchanges 

were based not on “sameness” but on previous resource exchanges (p. 63). Further they 

find that “the implication is that prior supportiveness fosters the bond of reciprocity 

rather than class, gender, or marital status” (Côté, Plickert, & Wellman, 2007, p. 63). The 

diversity of the community structure allows for information and investment of bridging 

social capital to flow across multiple platforms that contain users who share information; 

the continual transactions of information exchange points toward the creation of stronger 

bonds of reciprocity, a trait that is commonly associated with bonding social capital, thus 

both ties are utilized which illustrates how the community functions using networked 

social capital. This vast network provides access to individuals across the country and the 

world, each bringing varied sets of resources to the community: 
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“On Fark, every discussion has a particular topic. Either the news story or link itself, or in 
the case of TFD, whatever topic the submitter posts. And every member can see them all. 
You don’t have to be “friends” with someone to participate in his or her discussion. And, 
Fark predates Facebook and MySpace” 

This reference to a traditional SNS points to the inclusive and limiting nature of 

Facebook networks. In order to gain access to a user’s network, short of searching for his 

or her page (if their privacy settings even allow public access), users have to accept a 

friend request, restricting their information flow to only those they choose to participate 

with. In the Total Fark community, the infrastructure of the site allows everyone to access 

these discussions, and the whole network is able to freely communicate in any thread. 

This also emphasizes the need for a constant flow of exchanges within the structure of a 

social networking site that will in turn allow multiple types of ties to be formed; the more 

ties, the more diversity of social capital available to the individual and more importantly 

to the community.  As Lin (2002) points out, “exchange strengthens the bonds and makes 

further exchanges more likely” (p. 64). If the community not only witnesses, but 

participates in these exchanges, the more likely they are willing to continue this process, 

a process that is inherent in social capital. 

 Often relationships on Fark do transfer over to other social media websites. One 

such popular website is Facebook, a social media site that describes itself as a place “to 

give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected” 

(Facebook.com About section). Social capital research on SNSs report finding that most 

users tend to maintain ties they previously knew offline (Steinfield et al., 2008), and the 

interactions tend to be based on social searching (looking for information about offline 

ties) versus social seeking, finding new ties (Lampe et al., 2006), where users search for   
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network connections. Farkers are quick to distinguish the different types of social 

interactions on the Fark website compared to other social media outlets: 

 “On Facebook you’re seeing more people and putting out there without really 
 needing to respond, you’re seeing what people are really up without there being 
 an interchange. On Fark you basically have to post responses to each other, you 
 can still see what they’re thinking while they’re posting, but its related to a thread 
 and it’s not just about them and their lives.” 
 
 “With Facebook you kind of set your friends in advance, they exist in advance, 
 whereas with Fark, its everybody, and I’m sort of limited to kind of adding 
 randomly, and even then everybody’s commentary is just in this feed. It’s 
 (Facebook) not the same as Fark where the threads are sort of topical and you can 
 see what a lot of other people are saying. I’ve also seen really brilliant postings 
 where I think people were more honest because it was anonymous, they didn’t 
 have to worry  about the impact of their mom or their dad or best friend seeing it, 
 they could just say whatever they want, and there is an advantage to that.” 
 
In comparison to Fark, Facebook hinders some social interactions as it does not afford 

anonymity, which in turn creates a lack of in-depth relationship building (trust, 

reciprocity) which affords the interactions necessary to maintaining network exchanges, 

exchanges often found in online communities. Chua et al. (2011) find that people have 

become “individual managers of their personal communities…come to learn about what 

kinds of networks work for what kinds of purposes, and they thereby invest in diverse 

combinations of relationships according to their priorities and needs in life” (p. 112). 

Facebook is not devoid of merit, but is devoid of diverse sets of channels that foster 

social capital building. 

Investment in Social Capital 

 Blanchard (2008) suggests that through interaction in communities, members are 

able to gain a sense of each other’s identities. This could be from looking at a user’s 

profile page, exchanging commentary in a thread, or directly emailing individual 
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members. As they learn about the identities of other members, they in turn assume the 

other members are doing the same; these identity traits lend themselves to the overall 

identity of the group, thus solidifying a sense of “solidarity” and group norms 

(Blanchard, 2008). Keenan and Shiri (2009) point out that new social networks focus 

primarily on the identity of the user, rather than an exchange of identities between users 

for the overall group identity. The TF community is able to differentiate itself from 

traditional social networking sites as identity construction is key to building trust among 

members. As Lin (2005) contends, trust and norms are forms of social capital, but they 

are only forms available to the collective. Given the collective is the TF community, 

actions of trust should be available to all types of ties, weak or strong, even if they are 

facilitated through actions between one person to another. Trust within the Fark 

community comes in a variety of forms. Oftentimes trust is based on the duration a 

member has been in the community: 

 “Having been there [Fark] ten years, I have become, hopefully, known as a 
 trustworthy person. And hey…bunches of these people send me money twice a 
 year to disburse as Survivor Pool prizes. And I have always done it with 100% 
 integrity. If I was seen as shady at all…that would not have happened 14 times.” 
 
  “The first Fark party I attended was in Chicago… in order to get the special hotel 
 rate I had to give a Farker my credit card information over the phone, which I 
 decided to do because he had been on the site for years, and he could have done 
 anything with that information. He had hosted several Chicago Fark parties, so he 
 had an established reputation. One of the things that validates you in that medium 
 is how long you’ve been there and people know you, and people will warn you 
 about people not to trust, and it didn’t take long to verify that he was someone I 
 could trust.” 
 
Other times trust is formed through interactions over the course of a few months to a few 

years: 
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 “Those that I do trust, I guess it’s just the personal interaction over the years. I’ve 
 helped a number of Farkers purchase vehicles, they don’t live anywhere near me, 
 but I’ve helped them purchase vehicles. And in the same vein some of them have 
 given me advice on legal matters. Some have helped me with technical issues, 
 general life experiences. And when that type of interaction turns out to be true or 
 positive, that’s where the trust factor comes in.” 
 
It is through these online interactions, the duration of a relationship, and the subsequent 

building of trust that allows Farkers to take that level of trust into external offline 

interactions. Even when members have not met face-to-face, they still equate trust built 

within the online environment to the same trust they would require from someone offline: 

 “Without having ever met her in person I had told her…I was going to come in on 
 Friday so that I could spend some time with these people that I knew, and she 
 insisted that I come and stay at her house on Friday night with her husband and 
 her kids, and I had never even met her in person, that’s how close you can get to 
 someone on Fark if you want to.” 
 
 “I was taking my son who was in his 20’s on a trip to Canada, and I invited this 
 Farker from Austin to meet us on the West coast and do this trip with us. I  could 
 trust someone, and like someone enough to go on a trip with me and my son, I 
 mean these people are just awesome, I love them all. And the people in my 
 Google group I have met almost all of them because of this trip we took, we 
 started in Seattle, and then drove up where one Farker was, and then drove to 
 Vancouver where two other Farkers were, and it was just awesome. I’ve made 
 such wonderful friendships with people.” 
 
As one Farker points out, he does differentiate between trusting those he has met face-to-

face, but is quick to appoint trust to online members as well. Trust for this Farker is 

equated through interactions, both interpersonal and economic: 

  “The ones who have come out to a party, absolutely, because those are the ones 
 I’ve met face to face. But like I said, the ones I’ve interacted with, it’s always 
 been great and wonderful and I trust all of them. I think we’ve all done things─ 
 I’ve sent money to Farkers for things that they’ve said they’ve needed, people 
 who were trying to do this or that, people who were short on money for things” 
 
 As Wellman & Guilia (1997) point out, simply interacting in a public way, showing 

support within an online community can derive a sense of community support, even if a 



63 
 

 

small number of members are actually granting the support (as cited in Blanchard, 2008). 

This provides access to and mobilization of social capital, not only to the individual, but 

to the network as well. As mentioned above, investment in social capital is often 

converted into economic assistance. These actions fall into the category of reciprocity 

transactions, an abundance of which is found in the Fark community: 

 “There is also the wish list aspect that I’ve benefited from personally, where 
 people post a wish list in their profile, and I have been the recipient of gifts from 
 anonymous people. If you say something that someone likes, it’s like ‘Well, I 
 really liked that and here is something for you in return.’ That is something I 
 really want to do because I really enjoy the people who I interact with, and I want 
 to show my appreciation for them.” 
 
 “I especially like to go into the threads that are about ugly ass baby animals, 
 because I like animals. So I went into one of those and I made a comment to a 
 Farker that my cat had gotten sick and died in my arms earlier that year. He felt 
 very bad for me, and he bought me a six month membership, it was so nice.” 
 
 “There have been times when Farkers have had cancer or exorbitant vet bills and 
 they’ve started threads, and have asked people to donate and people have donated. 
 I know one of the ladies had taken in a stray kitten, and the poor thing had all 
 kinds of awful things wrong with it, and the bill came out to be more than $4,000 
 and she asked people if they could contribute to the cost and we all did.” 
 
Further, reciprocal transactions need not be returned immediately, nor returned in the 

same fashion (Coleman, 1988). These types of transactions for the group can be defined 

as networked social capital; if these exchanges are perceived as occurring within a 

community, the reciprocity is witnessed as a facet of the group, or as social capital 

available to the group, rather than on an individual basis. Yet individual members are 

able to access and “cash in” this group social capital for individual gain. The TF network 

combines the social and economic support of strong ties or bonding social capital, by 

bringing the common concern or need for help to the attention of the group; weak ties, or 
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bridging social capital, is available throughout the entire network, as not everyone in the 

TFD tab knew the beneficiary personally: 

 
 “Most recently there was an incident of a Farker who died at a very young age 
 and his mother had to fly the body home. And that was financed by strangers on 
 the Internet who liked reading this guys stuff on Fark”       
 
 “She had no way of getting his body back so somebody posted a thread on TFD, 
 ‘Hey, RabidDog died, his mom doesn’t know how to get his body back, here’s a 
 link to PayPal.’ Well a ton of people came together and raised all the money and 
 plus some, all so his body could get shipped back and buried.” 
 
Often, these types of calls for action are greenlit for the Main page, meaning not only do 

TFers have the opportunity to donate, but the general public as well. In the case of 

RabidDog, a thread announcing his death received 934 comments and the one linking to 

the PayPal site had 360 comments. This is an instance when connections based on strong 

ties afford bonding social capital to their close friends, but via the entire community and 

the entire Fark website. This offers interplay between weak ties affording assistance 

through the channels of strong ties, or by drawing upon networked social capital: 

 “We had one Farker who just passed away a couple months ago and the Farkers 
 were trying very hard to put together a fund for his mother. He had a daughter 
 they were trying to put together a college fund for.  And this is something he 
 never asked for, he was just a guy, and Farkers just put it together, other friends of 
 his, online members who wanted to help out.” 
 
 “The one who put together the BBQs, his wife was diagnosed with cancer a 
 couple  years ago. A couple of us heard about it and got a hold of Drew, started a 
 thread about it because they sold everything in San Antonio and moved to be 
 closer to family; and it brought people who haven’t posted on Fark together, 
 people you hadn’t seen in five or six years start posting again, and they donated 
 money to her recovery. I’ve met them from the BBQs and you know, they’re the 
 coolest people in the world, and here is me, that rabid conservative so everybody 
 thinks, and when I came to their house in San Antonio they welcomed me into 
 their house with open arms and they are just solid people, that to me means so 
 much, people of different temperaments, talents and convictions can get together 
 and get along.” 
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 Under what circumstances do these weak ties provide support that is typically 

found as bonding social capital? Williams (2006) points out that bridging social capital 

does not provide emotional support because the connections are weak ties based on a 

breadth of knowledge. Much in the way that social capital can be created and accessed 

through bounded solidarity (Portes, 1993; Coleman, 1988) by those who share the same 

life situation, such as a similar job or economic plight, Fark members share a sense of 

community, and are thus mobilized to help out for a cause the community felt was worth 

bringing attention to. The dominating feature within these personal networks is that they 

are really personal communities, rather than personal networks; they are places where 

contributions are enacted by members of the whole group, often without direct 

reciprocation. As Chua et al. (2011) point out, there is a difference between personal 

networks (Hogan, 2008) and personal communities, suggesting that traditional SNSs 

contain weak ties or bridges that allow information to flow across a user’s network. The 

interactions that occur after this sharing of information are what then form personal 

communities. Additionally, the personal networks on the traditional SNS Facebook 

consist of interactions amongst a limited number of “friends”, whereas the Fark 

community offers this assistance to anyone who is a member of the entire community:  

  
 “It’s just the basic dynamic of being a community and if you consider yourself a 
 part of the community than the highest action in that community is an act of 
 contributing.”  
 
 “ I don’t give ten dollars to anything; I gave ten dollars to that. Why? I think you 
 just become captivated by certain users on Fark, and the longer you are there the 
 more people become captivated by you, and they become a part of your life. 
 There is a sense of community─ I gave $50 to a guy who was in a bicycle race for 
 MS. I don’t know why, I just did, and unlike the greenlights you’re not really 
 thanked for that, it’s just something people do… I don’t even buy Girl Scout 
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 cookies at the office, part of the reason is that its [online donation] so easy, you 
 just click, and do something nice.” 
 
This sense of camaraderie is a compelling element that draws members into the 

community, creating a desire to foster the investment of social capital: 

 “There was a kid, he was a mechanical engineer at Texas Tech University and 
 he was killed in a car wreck in December of 2002, and the Fark community 
 reacted to it. His father went to get his sons effects and found Fark on his 
 computer and posted a thread regarding his son, and a memorial fund was set up 
 at Texas Tech...that was something that really hooked me, the way the 
 community really joined up, my username was 74,000 and something, so there 
 wasn’t much people on Fark at the time, and the way that the community reacted 
 and gave to the scholarship fund just really blew me away, and I thought ‘Wow, 
 these are people that I can hang around.’” 
 
 Information sharing is another form of and investment in, social capital (Lin, 

2005) that is provided on an individual and a group level. Within the confines of the Fark 

community, users decide what information they seek out and whether that information is 

of use to them. What is most interesting about the TFD area is that some users do not 

seek out advice from one particular user or group of users, but solicit advice as a thread 

within the TFD forum. While only subscribing members are able to access this 

information, no other restrictions are placed on the availability of the posted information. 

Much in the same way the brick-huggers (Goodsell & Williams, 2008) and members 

from Metafilter (Sessions, 2010) used a listserv to relay information from one actor to the 

next, the information is still made available to everyone on that list: 

 “I seek it [advice] out maybe a few times a month, it’s good for cooking advice, 
 car advice, there are several lawyers that participate on there, and you can 
 legitimately ask a question and get legit responses. But the only way you’re going 
 to get legit responses is if you identify yourself as the person asking and provide 
 DIT, aka details in thread. The more serious you are about the question the more 
 serious responses you’ll get.” 
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 “Any sort of computer help I would definitely ask the Fark community; there 
 seems to be a lot of IT personnel, people who do a lot of IT work in their jobs 
 that frequent the website. I’ll ask from people I don’t know, just strangers.” 
 
 Responses from the community members can vary; just as someone in a local 

community could offer advice that was not helpful, so too can the online community. The 

nature of the website is satire, and regardless of whether a separate tab exists for social 

relations, those navigating the website are still witty characters, often continuing the 

snarky persona in the TFD tab:  

 “TF’s have shared everything from tech support questions, from music to food, 
 and quite a bit of relationship stuff, there has been a ton of, “Hey, I have this 
 girlfriend for the first time, I think I like her but I’m not sure.” There has been a 
 lot of advice, both good and bad. I’ve helped someone who needed mortgage 
 advice, I talked to them, gave them all the information I knew on loans.” 

 “I would ask for advice, the trick with that is, you can ask for real advice, and you 
 will get it, but you have to weed through all the snark and all the insults and all 
 the pointless stuff, but you will actually get real information.” 

 “when you submit things to Total Fark you have this expectations that 50-60% of 
 people are responding just to make other people laugh, and maybe 40% you’re 
 going to get good advice from.” 

From a micro or individual viewpoint, the Fark community is providing bonding social 

capital, in that the members provide support to an insular group of subscribers, but the 

advice received can be from any number of diverse ties within the entire network. 

However, as the community has a snarky and satirical tone, this may limit and turn 

people off from participating in these network structures. As Schneider (2004) points out, 

“culture refers to the way of life of a community, including its economic strategies and 

social organization in addition to its habits and belief systems” (p. 10). If the habits of the 

community are to be snarky, even in moments of seriousness, members may find it harder 

to gain access to social capital as it would require more effort to weed through the 

responses for helpful information. However, the insularity created by the group-norms 
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may afford the community a self-regulating form of population control, meaning that 

those who cannot stomach the snarkiness will leave the community, allowing for the 

relationships that have been built on this shared snark to maintain social ties with like-

minded members; culture is a way to establish who one can trust within the community 

(Schneider, 2004). This trust is based on cultural cues or group norms, referred to as 

cultural capital, that determine who is a member of that community, and who should be 

granted access to the social capital by belonging to that community (Schneider, 2004). 

 Members do not have to have close relationships with the advice seeker, nor does 

the advice funnel only to the one posting the initial call for information. Social capital is 

available to the whole network, comprised of heterogeneous ties, but oftentimes, the 

advice provided is traditionally given by homogenous or close-knit ties, as is the case 

with relationship advice. This highlights the presence of networked social capital within 

these group information exchanges.   

 Users also take their public interactions into more private conversations. One such 

user had found herself at the time, recently separated from her husband and seeking out 

advice on how to cope with her new life course: 

 “I was separated so I went into TF and put up a post ‘Total Farkette newly 
 separated, tell me what to do with all this time’… it was really what I needed like 
 really funny answers like ‘come over here and make me a sandwich,’ like really 
 good practical advice, ‘gets lots of sleep, drink lots of water, talk to your 
 friends’…and then the last person to respond said ‘you know just start doing 
 random crap, and pretty soon you’ll find that it’ll string back into a life’ and I 
 thought, god that is so nice, and I wrote him a note saying thanks, really 
 appreciate it, that’s good advice… and we started emailing for like two weeks and 
 it got the point where I’d want to come home from work and uncork a bottle of 
 wine and pull up to his email. So we were just starting to tell each other our life 
 stories when I met him in person I didn’t want to be away from him again, and we 
 got together in 2005 and then we got married in 2007.” 
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The TFD thread not only lead her to advice that was helpful to her situation, asking the 

community for help via bridging social capital, but she was able to form a closer 

relationship through private email conversations, which eventually led to offline, face-to-

face interactions and marriage. The member that she married happened to also be heavily 

involved in the Fark community, thus expanding her social capital ties: 

 “He is really active in the community and one of his friends, one of his best 
 friends is Drew Curtis, and he is one of my best friends now, too. It’s not really an 
 Internet thing, it’s like a life thing…, it’s like everyone is friends with Drew 
 Curtis, so it’s like friends of friends. So whenever I meet new people and they ask 
 how I met my husband, I tell them through a friend.” 
 
Accessing Social Capital  

 Not all members are able to have such intimate conversations because of the vast 

subscription base. It would be unfathomable for members to have networks of bonding 

social capital with everyone, so bridging capital, or ties based on heterogeneous interests 

come into play as well. This back and forth from bridging to bonding capital supports the 

notion of a flexible form of social capital─ networked social capital─ often moving from 

bridging to bonding, as well as engaging both ties to suit an individual’s needs. As 

Wellman (2001) points out, “place-to-place connectivity creates a more fluid system for 

accessing resources─ material, cognitive and influential. No more are people identified as 

members of a single group, they can switch among multiple networks. Switching and 

maneuvering among networks, people can use ties to one network to bring resources to 

another.” (p. 237). Within the TFD tab are certain threads called cafés. These cafés are 

set up for groups of TFers who visit the website throughout various times during the day: 

 “If you’re a Total Farker you can get into the Total Fark discussion threads, they 
 have what they call café threads. I spend most of my time in the cafés because the 
 people who go into those are just socializing, they aren’t being snarky; people 
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 don’t come in and troll in the café threads, it’s just real friendly and relaxed 
 threads. And certain people are in the cafés all the time, and you end up talking 
 about things that are going on in your life or things that have happened to you, 
 just normal conversation stuff, and you start to be familiar with each person’s 
 personality and their life situation.” 
 

In the above instance, the people entering conversations in these threads are looking for 

interpersonal interactions, rather than dialogues between the whole community. They 

narrow their ties which form stronger, bonding ties, allowing members to access bonding 

social capital by learning about each other’s lives, offering advice, and commiserating 

with shared life events.  

 One downside to bonding social capital is its tendency to have in-group norms 

which foster out-group segregation. Some Farkers find themselves put off by the number 

of subscribers the community has amassed, and the types of members causing a change in 

their sense of community─ even at times, causing them to take a back seat or simply 

watch the action: 

 “the community has gone from people that I’ve wanted to meet to where it’s a 
 community of a quarter million, half million, I don’t know who half these people 
 are, and all they do is rant and rave and that’s no fun. It was a fun place to hang 
 out with, but not so much anymore. I’ve pretty much made friends with who I’m 
 going to make friends with, and most of them have moved along too, not many of 
 them post on Fark. I talk to them in Gmail though” 
 
 “One woman who went to a Fark party was particularly vitriolic on the website in 
 the sense that she likes to call people out, she likes to throw flaws in their face, 
 she was not well liked. And she attended a Fark party and people saw she was 
 overweight and people at the Fark party were not responsive to her, and she never 
 posted after that.” 
 

This type of insular in-group/out-group exclusion is often explained as a negative 

outcome of social capital. Many studies reference groups such as the Ku Klux Klan and 
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the Italian mafia as being two types of groups that use bonding social capital for negative 

purposes (Putnam, 2000; Lin, 2005). Adler and Kwon (2002) find that bonding social 

capital has an “associated risk of exclusivity” (p.22). Chua et al. (2011) contend, 

however, that many ties cut across homogenous groups preventing them from becoming 

insular and also providing links or bridges to other groups, thus creating a need for 

networked social capital.  

 Haythornthwaite (2005) writes that members with stronger ties, or connections 

through bonding capital, are resistant to changes of a medium and the disruption this may 

have on their intercommunications. She also points out that they are more likely to “adopt 

an extra medium if it is useful for maintaining relations important to the tie” (p. 138). 

This adoption of a more refined type of network is found in groups that spring-board 

from Fark members’ online friendships, cropping up via external networks outside the 

Fark website. Haythornthwaite (2005) further asserts those with strong ties seek out 

personal communication across multiple media, in what she calls media mutiplexity; 

conversely weak ties seem predominantly interested in passive conversations, often only 

using one medium. These networks are still comprised of Fark members and afford their 

members bonding social capital by way of the daily social support members receive, but 

by also providing bridging connections, allowing new resources, or bridging social 

capital to be brought back to and from the TF community: 

 “There’s two or three [Google] groups that I spend most of my time in, and of the 
 two that I spend most of my time in, both of them are no more than 35 users… we 
 have become very close friends, all of us. We talk about friends, we talk about 
 family, we bullshit with each other, we’re all real close friends without seeing 
 each other on a regular basis.” 
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 “I had made enough of what I felt were like close friends in some of the threads 
 that I sent out an email, and I picked about twenty Fark people who were my 
 friends… one of them ended up setting up a Google group for us, so since 
 December of 2009 I have talked with these people every day since this Google 
 group… we post music for each other to listen to, and things like that” 
 
 “I’ve been in a bunch of Google groups for Fark, this one is only maybe two or 
 three months old, but there is a couple people in there that I’ve talked to for 
 maybe five or six years. What will happen is, if people get a Google group 
 together then people start letting other people in and it’ll end up being like 30 
 people, and then you can’t talk about anything, so you end up closing it and 
 starting another.” 
 
 Wellman (2001) explains the tradeoffs of these types of fragmented networks, 

suggesting that “the cost is the loss of a palpably present and visible local community to 

provide a strong identity and belonging. The gain is the increased diversity of 

opportunity, greater scope for individual agency and the freedom from a single group’s 

constrictive control.” (p. 237). Most definitely benefitting from the latter point, the Fark 

community, however, challenges Wellman’s first point, in that they still maintain a sense 

of belonging, but have chosen to belong to smaller sects of the community. If the Farkers 

who are put off by the larger, less personal dynamic of the current TF community they 

can form these external networks that afford them networked social capital, in that they 

do not cut off all relations from the Fark community in two ways: one, the members in 

their Google groups are comprised of Fark members, these members have access to 

information from the connections in the group that are still active in the TFD tab; and 

two, they themselves can navigate both sets of online networks, both on the website and 

off the website.  

 Making these connections online leads to external and offline meet-ups in local 

neighborhoods, often time to have drinks, discuss general life events and more with those 

they have met within the TF community:  
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  “I guess I’ve grown up with technology; I kind of see the Internet as an extension 
 of the real world. You know when telephones came out people were like ‘Oh, I 
 can call my aunt in another state,’ well, the Internet is just another step up. I’ve 
 made some friends with people on Fark who I ended up being really good friends 
 with in real life, so you know, I don’t really see much of a separation between the 
 two.” 
  
 “There are a few people that I see online a lot, we interact in real life. We get 
 together for drinks, or have dinner at each other’s houses, we’re Facebook friends, 
 and we’re just generally friends in real life. They emailed me outside of Fark and 
 asked if I wanted to get together for drinks, they lived in the area, and I said sure” 
 
 The organized offline component of the website is found in member-organized 

gatherings called Fark parties. These parties were unofficially initiated by the founder, 

Drew Curtis, while he was traveling for business: 

 “At the time I was doing software development and traveling a lot and I had the 
 user logs from Fark and I could see we had an audience of people from all over 
 the place and I would end up in South Carolina or Atlanta and I would just put a 
 note up on the site that said, ‘Hey, is anyone around that wants to grab a beer? 
 And eventually some people would show up. What happened after that was 
 people started doing them in their own hometowns, whether I was there or not.  
 And it was just totally cool with me, usually what would happen is there would be 
 an initial party in a city, people would meet each other, like each other, stay in 
 touch, and then they’d go on a regular basis.”  
 

Local meet-ups, initiated by members finding out they lived near each other and wanted 

to hang out, often morphed into larger parties, spurred by the interest of the community 

wanting to meet:  

 “There was a guy who was living in Colorado Springs that had just broken up 
 with his girlfriend and was wrecked, and he was kind of talking about it on TF, 
 someone said, ‘Hey, you should hook up, you live in the same area,’ then a 
 another guy was living around here and I joked with the third guy and said ‘Hey, 
 it’s going to be the first official Colorado Springs Fark party. Well he was 
 desperate for a green light so he submitted it, and of course back then  in ’03 there 
 weren’t that many Fark parties, and all of sudden I was the official organizer, and 
 about 15-20 people came out.” 
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 Chua et al. (2011) found that social networking users, while more active offline 

than non-Internet users, did have declines with their neighborhood ties. Although the 

divergence from neighborhood ties and an increase of person-to-person ties is explained 

via networked individualism, the local Fark parties and Fark meet-ups allow members to 

access local neighborhood ties. If one were to look at the offline parties as a different 

medium of communication, stronger ties are able to be forged through multiplex 

relationships. Within the Fark community, there is a natural desire to want to interact 

with other members locally: 

 “When I started going to the parties, the Total Fark community was much smaller, 
 and the “day crew” of Farkers that I spent my workdays with was a lot smaller 
 than it is now. We all “knew” each other, and had, in fact, became friends. So it 
 was a desire to actually see these people and buy drinks for them and shake hands 
 and hug and laugh. We all enjoyed each other’s company on Fark so much; it was 
 obvious that a real-time party would probably be a blast.” 
 
 “[The parties are] a chance to put a face and voice with the screen names I 
 communicate with every day. A chance to hug someone or shake a hand, a chance 
 to give someone a gift if I wish, a chance to share a jug of moonshine with a 
 bunch of people who have never tried it. Also, taking pictures and coming away 
 with a story to tell. Hell, I traveled from Tennessee to Los Angeles twice within 
 six weeks to attend parties with people I’d never met.” 

Meeting offline also encourages members to meet up outside the Fark parties. This 

highlights the importance of maintaining their strong ties by traveling to each other’s 

homes, often in remote locations: 

 
 “We got to talking about, ‘Hey we’re going to Chicago’, and another Fark 
 member says, ‘Hey, we’ll meet up and buy tickets to a ballgame. He’s in a Google 
 group with me, and by the time we get there, there’s a Farker from New Jersey, a 
 Farker  from Detroit has come down, two or three from Chicago. There are six or 
 seven of us running around downtown Chicago with a head full of beer just 
 having a great time. And when they come to Texas, I’m remote enough where it’s 
 difficult to come and see me, but there are a number of these people when they 
 come to Dallas, which is three hours away from me, they’ll drive over to see me.” 
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 “They already know so much about me for posting online, and since I’ve never 
 really held back online I feel like they already know me.  It’s a chance to hang out 
 with people in real life, and meet them and see what they are like; it gives me the 
 potential to make friends in real life and maybe interact with them further outside 
 of the online community.” 
 

 Further, with the increased membership of the Fark community, some members 

may choose to abscond from the community; if their participation in the network only 

fostered weak ties, the strength of those ties may further decline or become obsolete 

(Haythornthwaite, 2005). Additionally, if the structure (changing community) of the 

medium changes weak ties are less likely to be maintained elsewhere (Blanchard & 

Horan, 2007). Through the Fark parties, members who have decided to ‘sit this one out,’ 

or who aren’t as active online, may regain ties they have lost or create stronger ties with 

those they didn’t previously know. The opportunity to meet in a face-to-face environment 

not only may remove the elements of the community that were a turn-off, but provide a 

space to connect based on more intimate relations:  

 “It did give me a chance to interact and meet with people who I didn’t have faces 
 for. Having their handles was nice, getting to know somebody through what they 
 say, but I didn’t have their face or their voice. It makes it a personal thing. 
 
 “There’s this certain element of person-to-person discussion, having a 
 conversation with someone if they are sitting across from you or next to you, you 
 know, eye contact and the ability to interrupt them… I’ve been a better writer 
 than I’ve been a speaker; I lose arguments even when I know I’m right, I’m not 
 always able to formulate things as well as I can write. But I think with that face to 
 face interaction, the smile, making eye contact, and talking to them one-on-one, 
 learning about them kind of helps; the ability to hear five or six people laughing 
 roariously about something, there’s something amazing about that, and that’s 
 something you can’t really replicate online.” 
 
 “A lot of times it’s reminiscing about this thread and that, but you know, in an 
 equal amount you’re learning more about this person as a person and talking 
 about personal stuff that maybe you didn’t have an opportunity to online, some of 
 both.” 
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 Personalized networking creates a fragmented sense of identity, whereby people 

form “specialized relationships” based on what types of resources they are hoping to gain 

(Wellman, 2001). This type of interaction is referred to as “role-to-role,” often where a 

person’s identity is exhibited differently in varying contexts, instead of their showing 

their entire personality (Wellman, 2001). The Fark parties offer an opportunity for these 

multiple identities to coalesce; closing gaps of misidentification based on the actions their 

online selves may have rubbed others in the wrong way: 

 

 “The parties that I go to where people have never met me before, we’re sitting 
 there chatting and they get to asking me what my user name is, and I tell them, 
 and they are like, ‘No you’re not, he’s such an asshole’.” 
 
 “People write their screen names on their name tags, and there is another younger 
 guy and his is YoungSwedishBlonde and everyone got a kick out of it that I 
 wasn’t black and he wasn’t a women.” 
 
 The Fark parties offer people opportunities who share a commonality, in this 

instance the Fark website, to feel as though they have a reason to show up without having 

previous connections to people online. As Haythornthwaite (2005) point out, these types 

of ties are latent ties, waiting to be enacted and offering a commonality to assuage fears 

of rejection. This often affords them stronger online connections or access to new ties 

developed at the Fark parties: 

 “Fark is the icebreaker and then after that you’re really just shooting the shit with 
 people you have a rapport with and it’s just funny.” 
 
 “Then you meet people who you’ve never seen interact on the website, and then 
 when you log on you realize they’ve been posting for so long, and then you pay 
 attention to them.” 
 
  “The way I have described it, is meeting a really close friend, for the first time. 
 It’s very odd. When you see someone for the first time that you are already 
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 friends with, there’s no awkwardness. You just pick up in person where you left 
 off online.” 
 
 “It’s nice to talk face to face with people that understand exactly what you’re 
 talking about. My wife will occasionally skim the headlines, but she isn’t a 
 member, and never probably will be because it’s not her cup of tea, my brother 
 created an account, but he uses it sort of infrequently, so being able to sit down 
 and have a beer, and kind of joke and have the same kind of interaction that you 
 do online, but in person, it’s great.” 
 
Dense networks are the only networks that foster an environment for the elements of 

social capital, and those that participate more often in dispersed networks do not gain 

access to the necessary environments to gain social capital (Blanchard & Horan, 1998). 

However, the opportunity to gain social capital is increased when the geographically 

dispersed virtual communities overlap with offline, face-to-face communities (Blanchard 

& Horan, 1998). Similar to early virtual communities, these types of connections are 

based on people who have a shared interest, rather than geographic locale, which in turn 

facilitates offline connections between people who lack those connections locally (Ellison 

et al., 2006).  

 Opportunities for gaining networked social capital exist at these offline parties─ 

weak ties congregate based on their shared interests in spaces where strong ties meet up 

to maintain bonding social capital. Again, much like the TFD forum, all members have 

access to those at the parties, assuming they are actively participating in discussions. As 

Drew Curtis points out, “people are always like, if you have a problem come to the Fark 

party, someone will probably be able to solve it.” While some members participate in the 

offline parties to strengthen their bridging social capital, as well as maintain ties through 

bonding social capital, they also form new relationships online─ this bridges the 

connections back to the Fark.com community:  
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 “I have met people at the parties and ended up being closer to them on Fark, 
 because of the shared experience we had at the party. It really goes both ways… I 
 went to a party to be with people I liked online, and I also ended up being closer 
 friends with people online because of the parties.” 

 “Some Farkers just aren’t prevalent online, they sort of post every once and 
 awhile, or it could be someone that I’ve never seen in a thread before, but they 
 live in that area and I get to meet them; we are always friends in the end.” 
 
 “I’ve met people whose names didn’t really ring a bell when I met them, but when 
 I saw them online later I was like, ‘Oh, I know that guy; I talked to that guy, that’s 
 Steve.’ There’s a great element of meeting people face-to-face who you only 
 know as a login. A lot of people don’t have their pictures in their profiles so 
 meeting them face-to-face, being able to see them in person is neat; to me it 
 supplements the communication in general.” 
 
 “Actually, a couple people I stay in touch with regularly, there were two people 
 who are actually really good friends of mine now. One of them doesn’t post on 
 Fark anymore, actually I haven’t seen him post on Fark in at least a year, but I 
 still talk to him via the phone or Internet regularly.” 
 
There is also evidence of solely bridging social capital; often when not properly 

maintained depreciates (Adler & Kwon, 2000): 

 “The people that I’ve met in the two parties I haven’t had any contact with. It’s 
 me, I’m just not, I’m just not that, it’s me, I like being there and I enjoyed their 
 company, but we didn’t contact each other after that at all.” 

 “We traded emails after the party, invites to visit; beyond that not so much” 

 “We friended each other and there really hasn’t been too much interchange, we 
 are just friends on Facebook. In fact they might have un-friended me and I might 
 not even know about it.” 

 

Lastly, over the past two years an unofficial national gathering called FarkCon or World 

Fark Party, has developed in Las Vegas. The party is a three-day affair with scheduled 

events like live music and a gathering place for Farkers from across the country to meet-

up. When inquiring about whether the national Fark party was seen as a convention that 
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may take the place of smaller parties, Drew Curtis points out that the annual parties will 

probably: 

  “strengthen them because now there’s going to be a number of people they met 
 that they wouldn’t have been able to meet under any other circumstances, who 
 now, when they travel the country, will be like, ‘Oh, that guy lives here or this 
 chick lives here.’ I feel like there are two to three people, that when they throw a 
 Fark party in Cincinnati people fly in from Texas, it’s one of the things where you 
 see these little nexuses of community strung around, and whoever is up there in 
 Cincinnati, that’s clearly something that has value to the people and their 
 community. There are such a few places where some of these super community 
 influencers are around and they really get people to jump.”  

  

The national Fark party was inspired by one such community influencer, Nascar. The 

majority of those interviewed mentioned Nascar, a key example of investment of social 

capital via community commitment (Wellman et al., 2001). According to those in the 

community, he was heavily involved in behind-the-scenes stuff on the Fark.com website, 

and developed some mysterious disease. Prior to his illness, he had been discussing a big 

blow-out party for his 30th birthday; an idea he tossed around was throwing it in Las 

Vegas. After Nascar passed away, Farkers decided they wanted to pay homage to this 

well-known member of their community by congregating in Vegas, and thus the World 

Fark Party was born: 

 “When he was in a coma, we were all pretending like we were talking to him 
 through threads and on facebook, so I started baiting them by saying we’ll throw a 
 birthday party for him in Vegas.”       -Drew Curtis 

 “When I went to Vegas last year, the memorial for Nascar, really when we 
 gathered at a bar in a certain hotel, or out by the pool, whatever we felt out among 
 the public, we felt like we were a family and it just felt really good, and it really 
 felt like a community.” 
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 “It was April 1st of last year, there were 200-250 Farkers who showed up to this 
 thing and his parents came to it and that just kind of brings back the memories of 
 when I first joined and the reason why I first joined.” 

 “I think a handful of people went because of the community groundswell, they 
 were like, ‘I wouldn’t normally go, but this is for him, this is to honor him.’ There 
 were a lot of Farkers who went to this funeral. I remember Nascar’s parents were 
 so overwhelmed that so many people came out, this was a part of his life his 
 parents didn’t even know about; it didn’t come across how much the community 
 meant to him and how much he meant to the community. It is an it’s completely 
 unexpected, if you had told me ten years ago that id go to the funeral of someone I 
 met online id be like what?” 

 The idea of a national meet-up had been brewing for awhile within the 

community, but the loss of a significant member of that community created a desire to 

reconnect, to remember their fellow Farker, and bring everyone in the community, no 

matter if they were strong or weak ties, together. The continuation of the annual party 

will afford even more networked social capital to accrue. The national convention will 

allow members who share the commonality of Fark to meet up with those they already 

know, but meet people they may have never had the opportunity to online or at their local 

Fark parties.  

 Participation in the Fark community illustrates investment in social capital, and 

the different forms of groups and offline meet-ups provide multiple avenues in which to 

access this social capital. Regardless of how much one puts in, there are moments when 

the community provides access to the whole group and returns of social capital are 

gained. 

Returns of Social Capital 

 While a specific hierarchy is not found within the Fark community, prominence 

within the community still affords certain social status. As Bourdieu (1986) points out, 

one aspect of social capital is reputation among specific networks. As is the case with 



81 
 

 

specific Farkers who have been active throughout the evolution of the community, 

membership status offers gains and opportunities, as well as a sense of loyalty and 

homage, as was the case with Nascar: 

           “Out of nowhere he died, and it was kind of a big deal at the time, I didn’t know 
 the guy, I didn’t talk to him much because he was kind of in the sports tabs, but a 
 lot of people in the TFD tab knew him, so that kind of rocked the community a 
 bit.” 
 
 “Had he not been a well known and loved member of the community, he would 
 have just been one more guy who passed away, mourned only by close friends 
 and relatives.” 

 Reputation is also gained by participating in the news-related aspect of the 

website where users submit satirical headlines to real news stories. Often this 

participation becomes a competition, as there is a top 100 submitters list, the number one 

submitter of all time ‘40Below’ posting over 10,000 links that had been greenlit 

(Fark.com, April 2012). Reputations within the community are also gained through funny 

headlines, and submitters reap the value of recognition, even if that recognition is only 

known by the submitter: 

 
 “There are a lot of people who like what I do not because they know who I am, 
 but there is a lot of positive response to my headlines…, it’s like brain candy, it’s 
 like a little rush, and it’s like a captive audience. In a way it’s like doing stand-up, 
 captive audience, you’re throwing out one-liners, and you get feedback like that” 
 
 “When I went to the Fark party in Vegas, I wore a couple t-shirts that had some of 
 my headlines on them… I got some notoriety.” 
 
 “It’s kind of a status thing in one way, although the submitter isn’t always 
 revealed, but it does get counted on your profile how many  headlines have been 
 approved.” 
  
 “For a site with that many users, if you’re well known there, if people respond to 
 you, there is a feeling of validation. Strangers that you haven’t met are choosing 
 just your thoughts and words as compelling enough to warrant a response.” 
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This type of outcome is an instrumental action as a result of networked social capital. The 

whole of the community has access to the headlines that are posted, allowing recognition 

to come from all ties within the community and the public page of the website where 

news headlines are housed. Support by way of recognition and reputation building is 

provided by everyone, not just close ties. Status or reputation is then able to lead to the 

mobilization of social capital (Lin, 2005), in one instance where Drew Curtis flew well-

known members out to Fark parties: 

 “Attendance was dramatically larger when there were one or two people from the 
 community that people wanted to meet. I told my moderator to find me one or two 
 people who weren’t planning on going to the Chicago Fark party and I’d fly them 
 up there and pay for it. And we flew them in, and it exploded, it was massive─ 
 360 people; we just totally occupied the whole bar, and it happened with Vegas 
 last year, we flew in five or six people, and we are doing it this year too.” 

-Drew Curtis 
 

Economic gains are also begotten from social capital within the community. Members 

come from diverse backgrounds, which afford them skills that are helpful to others within 

the community: 

 “A friend of mine on Fark who lives in Finland, who I never met in person, 
 contacted me one day and asked me if I wanted to open an online t-shirt company; 
 so we have this online business together and have never met in person. And we 
 needed someone who could help us to build our website and of course many 
 Farkers are computer geeks. The ones that I needed were my friends, and we 
 picked a guy in Aspen to be our Webmaster, and he is somebody that I’ve never 
 meet in person and we got him to do our website.” 
  

 “I’ve made a career out of it. My friend told me about this site Fark, and I noticed 
 they had all these stories from Florida… I was talking about how I’d love to do a 
 master’s on Florida weird news and I was asking around … and here is a website 
 that has a section that needs to be steamed by that news, so I send him [Drew] 
 stuff for his website that fills that and if he wants great, if not, ok, but when he 
 does, it sends traffic to my website which makes me better at my job.” 
 



83 
 

 

 “I got asked to become an admin [on Fark.com] at that time, I think I was #5 
 on top submitters… I was contributing to a site that I love and still do love, when 
 Drew offered me the job last year I quit a job that was paying me pretty well, but 
 when Drew said, ‘Hey, if I can match your salary would you come over’ I thought 
 hey, why wouldn’t I.” 

 In addition to the above instrumental actions, the Fark website and community 

also offers returns of social capital by way of expressive actions such as life satisfaction.  

Isolated locales as well as a small town environment do not allow members to find like-

minded individuals in their vicinity. The website also acts as an outlet for members to 

explore their interests more: 

 “I am a really private person in my real life, a bit of an introvert I suppose. Fark is 
 a creative outlet and a source of companionship from like-minded people.” 

 “Living in Topeka, Kansas I would say that I love to travel, Kansas is pretty 
 boring and these trips have really enhanced my life. To meet these people that 
 I’ve gotten to know online, it’s just very satisfying.” 
 
  “ I find, well I find the non-news forums more for entertainment if I am kind of 
 bored. I live out in the middle of the country, there isn’t anything to do, I’m really 
 not into bars, it’s the wintertime so there aren’t a lot of good concerts going on, 
 and I’d rather do that than sit around and watch TV.” 

 “Writing to me is more important, or at least it it’s more fulfilling than it is 
 interacting; writing is a big part of my life and to present something, to form the 
 words and the sentences in a way that is appreciated is better to me than 
 interacting personally.” 

Lastly, and a point that many of those interviewed were quick to point out is the diversity 

of relationships that form on Fark. Drew Curtis, who has attended many Fark parties and 

been invited to events related to the relationships formed online, states: 

 “I have personally lost count of the number of babies and weddings and marriages 
 that have come out of this thing and it’s really kind of staggering when you take a 
 look at the entire breadth of how many personal relationships have evolved.” 
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Other members also have been personally involved in relationships with people he or she 

has met on the Fark website: 

 “ I dated a girl for almost eight months that I met on Fark actually. I saw that she 
 lived kind of near bye, she had a cute picture in her profile, we both liked the 
 same kind of music, so I had seen her in some threads a few times and I finally 
 sent her an email” 
 

From these varied interpersonal interactions, Fark members can invest in, maintain, build, 

access and mobilize different types of social capital─ bridging, bonding, and networked. 
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CHAPTER 7 
DISCUSSION 

 
 
 Fark is a community that is layered with commonalities as well as differences. 

Members participate to submit news headlines or comment within threads about the 

submitted news stories. This community of shared taste begins to disperse into a variety 

of diverse networks from the core aspect of the website. Within the Total Fark pages, 

community members choose to participate in diverse conversations about a mish-mash of 

threads that all 700K+ subscribing members can participate in and have access to. 

Additionally, within the Total Fark area, different ‘cafés’ are created, allowing for a 

community discussion to unfold based on user’s media preference to participate in the 

site in the morning, mid-afternoon, and after work. While the opportunity to be exposed 

to numerous new connections is endless, through the public homepage and Total Fark 

main threads, members, in an effort to participate in more manageable and more 

importantly, more intimate conversations, create sub-groups on and off the site.  

 The exchange of information from Farkers within such sub-groups, the Google 

groups, can still be considered an extension of the website, as the members are comprised 

of Farkers on an invite-only basis. These groups, however, do not totally segregate each 

user, as they always contain bridges to the community and themselves can return to the 

larger group discussions on Total Fark. Each member is able to determine what level of 

participation and intimacy suits their needs and goals, without forgoing the entire 

community. The Fark parties, whether the unofficial-becoming-official annual Fark party 

in Vegas, or the geographically dispersed local parties, are not exclusive events; any 

member who has knowledge of these parties (many of which are posted publicly on the 
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website’s homepage) are able to attend. Although Michaelson (1996) contends that 

stronger ties are found online because of shared interests, opposed to weaker ties that are 

found offline because of shared locale, the Fark community illustrates that the shared 

interest of Fark, the group discussions and commonalities forged online continue these 

strong ties in the geographic locations, building up local networks. As conversation and 

connections made on Fark lead to offline relationships this blurs the disparities between 

offline solely affording ties based on shared geography, and congeals the values of online 

and offline ties extending the benefits found in both spaces into the geographic locales. 

 Fark defies the boundaries of online and offline as the interactions are 

supplementary to both aspects of the hybrid community. When ties are strengthened 

mobilization in offline environments can be spearheaded by the actions and solidarity of 

the online community (Williams, 2006). As Wellman et al. (2001) found, the more 

people who participated in civically related activities online, the more they participated in 

those activities offline. Within Netville (Hampton & Wellman, 2003) users were more 

likely to meet up offline in their neighborhoods than those who did not have access to this 

online environment; taking this further, however, Fark allows members to meet up locally 

not based on conversations that were limited to those within their geographic area, but 

across the whole country, and return to local spaces to share information with their ties 

from Fark as well as their ties from the local community. This fosters transference of 

more information from many communities which enable more connections and more 

social capital ─ coordination can be two-fold, one allowing civic participation on a local 

(geographically bound) level and also on a national (online community) level, which is 

found in acts of glocalization (Robertson, 1992; Hampton et al., 2011). 
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 As a member of Fark, one is able to retreat to smaller sub-communities, or partake 

in the entire group discussion; the creations of new networks can be to supplement ties 

via need fulfillment (Williams, 2006) to gain new local ties, or to maintain and build new 

ones globally. It is through these networks, maneuvering across multiplex relationships 

through different media that networked social capital comes to fruition. The layer of these 

networks produces a denser network of communities (Blanchard & Horan, 2004) 

comprised of strong and weak ties that provide different levels of emotional support via 

trust, norms, and reciprocity. This is not to say that exchanges across the network do not 

include solely bridging or solely bonding ties, but this study illustrates the ways in which 

these concepts are not totally black and white, but contain shades of networked social 

capital. 

 How does this community preserve a cohesive nature that maintains solidarity and 

shared norms when there are so many disparate types of ties and exchanges? Huckfeldt, 

Beck, Dalton, and Levine (1995) found that regardless of whether a network 

encompassed weak or strong ties, it was the strength of relationships that provided access 

to different viewpoints and support.  These relationships are strengthened by acts of 

contribution and economic aid─ the whole community gains social capital from these 

acts (Blanchard and Horan, 2004).  

 Fark is the epitome of the new fourth model of communication, combining 

multiple interaction patterns from self-mass communication, interpersonal 

communication multimedia, and one-to-many mediated communication (Cardoso & 

Lamy, 2011). In addition, the inclusion of a community on a social networking site, 

coupled with physical face-to-face relationships extends this model, combining the 
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technical affordances of newer communication models with the intimacy of offline 

relationships, in turn providing more opportunities for diverse affordances of social 

capital across social media. Self-mass communication is witnessed when members share 

information across multiple platforms, for vast audiences; interpersonal connections have 

been forged on the website and are later maintained in small group settings at the Fark 

parties; and lastly the mass one-to-many pattern is realized, where not only a user, but the 

community influencers can actively invoke action from the whole community in calls for 

action when necessary. As Cardoso and Lamy (2011) point out, Facebook and other 

SNSs typically embody a one-to-many interaction, “only after acceptance by the friend 

can he start being a "friend" to the person who invited him” (p. 77). The Fark community 

defies this by allowing potential “friends” to access all the information in the Total Fark 

discussion area─ the center of the community space. 

 This type of communication model aids in contemporary civic behavior. A 2008 

Pew Internet and American Life Project study found that 19% of adults “have posted 

material about political or social issues or used a social networking site for some form of 

civic or political engagement” (as quoted in Baym, 2010, p. 95). Baym (2011) points out, 

however, that critics are concerned that civic behavior will only remain online as 

exemplified by the online actions of the social media site, Reddit. Reddit users banded 

together to pressure senator Bob Corker from supporting the controversial Internet 

censorship bill, Stop Online Piracy Act (SOPA). Prior to moving their efforts to 

blacklisting this particular senator, the Reddit community pressured GoDaddy, a website 

domain hosting and registration site, to discontinue their support of the bill, many users 

boycotting and calling GoDaddy to switch their website to a different registrar 
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(Albanesius, 2011). GoDaddy eventually withdrew their support of SOPA which 

encouraged Reddit members to pursue the senator. This type of collective action was 

possible because of the wide-spread flow of information across the social media site. Not 

only was it successful at getting the idea and logistics of the boycott to the community 

members, but they also offered information on how to switch website registrars (Estes, 

2011), enabling a sharing of information from one-to-many which spurred into a many-

to-many exchange. Fark, as a hybrid online and offline community, rectifies the concern 

of remaining only in a virtual activist sphere by offering spaces to take the strength of 

virtual civic behaviors into a local offline environment. 

 While the Fark community has not used its hive-mind to support the blacklisting 

of specific senators, the sheer fact that it is a news website provides a vantage point for 

information dispersal. As Drew Curtis points out, “what Fark is really great at is 

identifying things early. Most people come to Fark to find stuff that they wouldn’t have 

elsewhere, so as a result the community influencers are looking for the next big thing, 

and then they identify those things, and then move it to Twitter or Facebook; so what 

Fark brings to the game is a bunch of super connected individuals.” This 

interconnectivity, coupled with the ability as community influencers to mobilize 

collective action, is what Cardoso and Lamy (2011) suggest as an important part of civic 

behavior: 

  Support given to causes in the context of social networks typically arises as a 
 result of the action of formal or informal groups with ability to mobilize others, 
 because its success depends on the capacity to get the word out and get third 
 parties to trigger an action which, at least, results in public support for a given 
 position. The argument…is that support to causes in social networks have 
 characteristics of smaller or larger networks among stakeholders, and of 
 formation of a collective identity (p. 82). 
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 The tools of social networking sites allow for interpersonal communication, reach 

of a mass audience, and information dissemination. These tools are necessary means in 

which individuals use to educate and share information on how to participate civically 

(Pasek et al., 2009). Building networked social capital across the multiple personal 

community networks on Fark creates a distinct shared element, what Pasek et al. (2009) 

refer to as “Web site culture” (p. 202). This culture in turn produces “a virtuous circle 

that builds social capital and thus civic engagement, political knowledge, and 

interpersonal trust” (Pasek et al., 2009, p. 202). These well-connected community 

influencers share political news information across their networks, bringing up topics that 

are important to them in the TFD tab, and then driving the information exchange across 

the other social media sites and personal community networks they participate in, 

inclusive of Fark-related communities as well as non-Fark networks. Additionally, online 

civic participation can be brought offline into local communities forged by the 

connections made at local Fark parties. As Cullen and Sommer (2011) found, often 

offline groups use online resources to supplement their civic behaviors as well as online 

groups utilizing face-to-face meetings. 

 Baym (2010) contends that new media tend to polarize opinions, what Gergen 

(2008) refers to as “monadic clusters” (as quoted in Baym, 2010) suggesting oftentimes 

small social groups reify the opinions of others limiting civic action. Due to this 

clustering of opinions, if members find themselves in moments of disagreement they may 

rescind from political conversation in order to maintain order. The diverse nature of the 

Fark website, inclusive of multiple viewpoints ensures these diverse types of exchanges 

of information are upheld.  
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 To continue the formation of strong relationships which enable civic participation 

social capital must be maintained. Even though social capital does not necessarily 

depreciate in the manner as other forms of capital, and through its usage does not 

dissipate, social capital requires work (Adler & Kwon, 2000) via the investment through 

actions of trust, reciprocity, shared norms, and community commitment. By offering 

multiple outlets where Fark members are able to renew friendships and form new ones, 

individual, as well as group social capital, is easier to maintain. Much in the way that 

Fark members continue to create new Google groups when the network gets too large, the 

Fark parties, both locally and now the annual national gathering, offer more opportunities 

to gain and manage social capital. 

 As Lin points out, “if the network consists of members who have more diverse 

characteristics and yet is able to maintain sufficient homophily to allow contacts and 

networking with each other, then such a network ought to benefit from its members 

having such mixed characteristics, by being able to become both expressive and 

instrumental, stable and flexible, cohesive yet dynamic” (p. 18). This networked nature of 

the Fark website contains the tools and the ties to foster all three types of social capital. 

The results and outcomes of social capital can be provided by a multitude of various ties. 

 Social capital glues communities together and is said to be the impetus toward 

political and civic participation (Pasek et al., 2009). Leadbeater (2008) claims civic 

participation “is about rebuilding institutions from the bottom-up using ‘the intelligence 

of thousands of people to create better solutions (np). These hybrid types of social 

networking communities can foster these actions and build better types of ties than 

traditional social networking sites. Adding media multiplexity as well as online and 
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offline locations bolsters community cohesion and maintains a sense of community 

necessary for the promotion of civic participation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



93 
 

 

CHAPTER 8 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 
 The interactions, formation of external groups, and desire to meet in offline 

environments within the Fark community’s networks exemplifies the type of community 

that is thriving in today’s vastly fragmented media landscape, comprised of networked 

individuals. No longer are users defined by the confines of a group that exists online, but 

ruptures the sense of place by constantly renegotiating individualized networks of places 

online or off─ Google groups, cafés, Fark parties, and meet-ups outside the Fark parties. 

The decline of a strong sense of community (Papacharissi, 2011; Wellman, 2001) due to 

this fragmentation of personal networks is remedied through media mutiplexity, across a 

multitude of channels, and through customizable avenues that are important to the 

specific needs and goals of the individual; rather than just maintaining personal networks, 

members create personal communities. Through a sense of community, a sense of 

belonging and camaraderie, the fragmentation is reformed, and group interactions and 

investment in social capital that benefit individual members as well as the whole group 

prevail. It is important to note that while this type of community features a variety of 

types of social capital, it is a unique hybrid social networking community and findings 

from this study cannot be applied to all social networking sites as there are many nuances 

between such sites. What the community members of Fark illustrate, however, is a desire 

to belong, on their own terms, yet a desire to still move forward, to garner new 

relationships and gain varied types of social capital─ a networked social capital.  

 The Internet allows for easy exit and entrance to limitless genres of interests and 

communities (Galston,1999), but it is the underlying desire for community, and the 

potential to build social capital within the community, that makes this hybrid medium 
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able to forge opportunities for new connections, rather than maintain and even depreciate 

relationships found on traditional social media networks. These types of personal social 

networking communities encourage participation ensuring the needs of the group are met, 

and potentially allowing for increased social and political civic behavior.  
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Qualifying/Demographic questions: 

Have you attended at least one Fark party? 

Are you a member of the Fark website?  

Duration of membership? 

 Are you a TF subscribing member? If yes, what made you decide to subscribe? 

What is your age/occupation/locale? 

Media Questions: 

How many hours a day do you spend online? On Fark? 

 Do you read/participate on the Fark website while you are at work or in your leisure 
time?  

Online Questions: 

What is different about the Fark website than other websites that have social interactions 
(Facebook, MySpace)? 

 -How is it different from other news websites? 

How did you find out about Fark.com? 

Why did you choose to become a member on Fark? 

If you submit articles and headlines, what motivates you to do so?  

 -If you do not, what are you reasons for not participating? 

Do you find Fark members to be cooperative? Why or why not? 

In what ways do you build trust with other Fark members? 

Do you find the non-news related forums to be important? Why or why not? 

What do you gain from online social interactions that you do not gain in offline 
interactions?  

Do you find yourself participating in social interactions online more so than offline? Why 
or why not?  
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 -If you needed help/advice with something would you turn to your social network 
online  or offline? Why? 

What, if any, commonalities do you share with other Fark members? 

Can you provide a specific example of something that happened in the Fark forums that 
received more attention because it was online than if it had occurred offline? 

Offline Questions: 

What types of organizations/social gatherings, if any, do you participate in offline?  

Why do you choose to participate in the Fark parties?  

What things are discussed at Fark parties? Fark related things or non-Fark related things? 

Are you friends online with the people you attend Fark parties with? 

 -If no, after you met at the party did you become friends online? 

 -Do you hang out with the members outside of the Fark parties? 

If you were already friends, did you know each other offline before you attended the Fark 
party? 

What do the Fark parties offer you that the online website does not? 

 

 

 

 

 


