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Student resource 2: New forms of digital communication

Sociology and new forms of digital communication

Sociologists attempt to understand and explain change in the 
world around them. One of the most significant changes of 
the past twenty years has without doubt been the increasing 
availability and use of new forms of digital communication. 
Sociologists do not claim to be experts in the use of such new 
forms of communication, their interests lie in: 

understanding the reasons for the development of new forms 
of digital communication 

understanding the patterns of interaction with new forms of 
digital communication (including those who do not interact) 
amongst different individuals and social groups 

understanding who has the power in defining and controlling 
new forms of digital communication 

understanding the impact of new forms of digital 
communication on other areas of social life 

considering the interesting relationships between the positive 
and negative effects of digital communication. 

Given the speed of the development of such new forms of 
technology, sociological research and theories can quickly 
become out of date, so interestingly, these new developments 
are resulting in changes to the way that sociologists work and 
think. 

What are new forms of digital communication? 

The word digital can be defined as all forms of information 
that can be reduced to binary code, which can then lead to 
the proliferation (growth) of small and large-scale phenomena 
(Horst and Miller 2012). 

Digital communication relates to all forms of binary 
communication that use electronic equipment to pass 
on information. Unlike conventional pre-digital forms of 
communication, which rely on human voice and writing, 
and take time to convey, digital communication is much 
faster and can take very different forms. For example, sending 
an e-mail to the other side of the world means that it will 
arrive immediately. Writing a letter with similar information 
requires a considerably longer amount of time to write and 
send physically. Digital communication also enables one 
person to speak to many people at the same time. Digital 
communication is challenging to conceptualise and research, 
since much of it is understood in abstract form. This means 
that we cannot physically see or touch these messages in 
the way that people can hold a letter or hear a voice, rather 
we have to imagine the process by which messages are sent 
through digital mediums. 

New forms of digital communication create many questions 
about sharing and restricting access to information. On the 
one hand, some claim that digital communication allows 
the opportunity for sharing information for all. For example, 
Wikipedia was established with the aim of providing a 
free open source of information to all. On the other hand, 
others claim that the drive for profit means that information 
becomes power as businesses seek to commodify digital 
communication, and use it as a powerful tool of media.
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Some statistics about new forms of digital 
communication:

• More	people	are	active	on	social	networks	than	are	not.	52%
of	Americans	have	a	profile	on	Facebook,	Linkedin,	MySpace
or elsewhere. (http://www.convinceandconvert.com/social-
media-research/9-surprising-new-facts-about-social-media-
in-america/)

• Only	13%	of	contributors	to	Wikipedia	are	women	(Glott,
Schmidt and Ghosh 2010).

• News	broadcasting	using	new	forms	of	digital
communication	has	become	participatory:	around	one-fifth
of	Americans,	21%	of	respondents	in	the	US,	comment	on	a
news story in any given week.

• News	no	longer	refers	to	your	traditional	image/text
format. Short video clips and streaming of live news online
is becoming increasingly popular, with the United States
leading the way with the largest amount of short form
videos	being	consumed	online	(accounting	for	27%	of	news
consumption).

• Live-Blogs:	40%	of	consumers	think	that	live-blogs	are	more
balanced than article pages because they give a range of
opinions. (Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2013).

• In	2012,	Twitter	had	500	million	registered	profiles	and
the top three countries using it were the USA, Brazil and
Japan. (http://www.mediabistro.com/alltwitter/twitter-
statistics-2012_b18914)

• A	study	published	by	the	Public	Library	of	Science	(2013)
conducted by Ethan Kross of the University of Michigan
and	Philippe	Verduyn	of	Leuven	University	in	Belgium,

has shown that the more someone uses Facebook, the 
less	satisfied	they	are	with	life.	The	study	conducted	by	
Dr	Kross	and	Dr	Verduyn	is	the	first	to	follow	Facebook	
users for an extended period, to track how their 
emotions change. The researchers recruited 82 Facebook 
users for their study. (http://www.plosone.org/article/
info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0069841)

• According	to	Youthnet,	Young	people	aged	16	to	24	are
digital natives, meaning that the internet is a ‘natural’ space
for them and is fully integrated in to their lives. The fact
that young people can interact, maintain their anonymity
and compare information sources empowers them.
Young	people’s	use	of	‘new	media’	allows	them	to	create	a
continuous stream of multiple conversations, interweaving
differing media formats. They associate the internet with
astrong	sense	of	community.	Young	people	use	a	number
of digital devices and different modes of communication,at
the same time.

• 45% of young people said they felt happiest when they
were online.

• 75% of young people claimed that they couldn’t live
without the internet.

• 86% loved how new technology helps them communicate
with people.

• 96% of 16 to 24 year olds say they use another media
device whilst using the internet.(http://www.youthnet.org/
wp-content/uploads/2011/05/Life-Support-Report.pdf )
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Theoretical perspective Views on the role of new forms of social 
media/relevant concepts Evaluation (strengths and weaknesses)

Functionalism

New Right

Marxism

Feminism

Interactionism

Postmodernism

Activity
• Read the information above. In small groups discuss each ‘fact’. What is your response to it?

• How valid (truthful) is each point likely to be and why?

• Does each point reflect your own perceptions? Why?

• How can sociologists understand the ways that new digital communication affects people’s lives?

Using the table below suggest ways that existing sociological perspectives might interpret new forms of digital communication. 
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