Images of Young People on the Web
Visual representation of adolescents in the tension between competing photographical frames
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Online interaction and communication currently takes place primarily on social networking sites such as StudiVZ, SchülerVZ, MySpace, Facebook, and Tilllate, which are frequented by the vast majority of adolescents in the German-speaking regions. In addition to language, visual practices of self-expression are crucial for identity development and relationship building on these websites.

The current research project, “Images of Young People on the Web” (short title), deals with visual self-expressions of adolescents and young adults on social networking sites. In the process, photographs of adolescents are analyzed as media-based contribution to identity work and relationship building that wouldn’t be imaginable without the influence of media communi​cation. 

While traditional mass media commonly is considered relevant in terms of socialisation be​cause of its exemplary unidirectional communication from producer to consumer, there are other topics to be raised when it comes to social networking sites. As yet unacknowledged questions concerning forms and social functions of mutual identity negotiations among ado​lescent peers within public communication gain importance for research efforts in media and social science. 

Within the social exchange processes on social networking sites, the personal self-expressions in terms of photographs are of utmost concern. The overlay of private communication ad​dressed to an informal circle by public communication addressed to a dispersed mass audi​ence causes a hybrid space of self-expression, where strategies of public and private, formal and informal as well as global and local communication entangle. 
Against this background and on the methodical basis of a comprehensive internet ethnogra​phy, the study wants to investigate how adolescents arrange these different elements in their photographs and if and to what extent they draw on traditional patterns of photographic design. On the basis of extensive exemplary case analyses, it is imperative to appraise in what way the adolescents’ “self-images” are in fact created autonomously and how strongly the necessities of the new medium (internet) as well as the influences of old media (photography, TV) impact on the production of photographs. The aim of the current project is to analyze different photographic self-expression strategies used by adolescents in web applications and to contrast them with the traditional patterns of design used in classical private photogra​phy as well as those used in public (commercial) photography in printed media. 

We expect to draw conclusions concerning the meaning of various competing “worlds of im​ages” for the structuring of interpretative patterns (by adolescents and adults respectively) on adolescence and youth cultures as well as valuable clues to the question if and to what extent youth discourses are reflected in competitive, image-bound communication specific to media. 
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