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Activity 5:

This activity requires students to consider the impact that digital forms of communication have had on people’s identity, social inequalities and also peoples’ relationships.

There is often an overlap with the same positive and negative impacts being relevant to identity, social inequality and relationships. The table below includes some example 
answers.  

Suggested answers 
Student resource 5: Impact of digital forms of communication

Positive impacts Negative impacts

People’s 
identity

People can adopt/choose an identity as they are free from their physical bodies.  In 
particular this can advantage those who may feel constrained by discrimination due 
to age, gender, disability etc.  Instead digital communications can enable people to 
feel liberated and free.  (Locke and Pascoe: 2000) (Bowker and Tuffin: 2002)

Once we post online, we have little control over the post.  This 
means it may be shared with others who could misrepresent or 
take the post out of context. 

Postmodernists argue that our identities used to be firmly fixed around social class, 
gender, age etc. whereas society now, with digital communications, offers freedom 
and choice.

When we speak face to face, people can hear intonation in our 
voices, see our facial expressions.  On the internet, as there is no 
physical body you know less about the identity of the person 
which can make online communications more risky (Locke and 
Pascoe: 2000). 

Feminists such as Haraway (1991) believe online users can present themselves 
as whoever they want to be.  This can free women (and men) from gender 
expectations as it allows them to represent themselves free from gender, for 
example using usernames which are not gender specific.

Jenkins (2007) - even within virtual worlds we are all 
social actors who struggle to create identities within social 
relationships.  Some people assert more power than others. 
Identity is never just a matter of choice, but a position 
negotiated through complex interactions, with winners and 
losers – those who become powerful and can take the identity 
they wish, and those who cannot.

Reinforcement	of	people’s	identity.		The	UCL	Why we post research project carried 
out research in Trinidad and found an increase in local slang and local symbols 
being used by Trinidadian’s online.

Unlike the real world, when online you can control the 
communities and networks you belong to, this can lead to us 
having narrow views and make us become entrenched in our 
pre-existing beliefs. Bauman (2016)

Holmes found that most of the people who people communicate with online are 
people they already know from face-to-face contacts and are not strangers.

Social trust will gradually be eroded, not only online but 
spreading to wider society too. Indirect, online communication 
is isolating, substituting superficial online contacts for authentic 
and long lasting friendship (Turkle: 2012).

Our identities are shaped by capitalist products. Katz and 
Sugiyama (2005) write that phones have become a status 
symbol and fashion accessory and therefore allow us to shape 
our identity.  This is particularly the case for young people. 
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Suggested answers 
Student resource 5: Impact of digital forms of communication

Positive impacts Negative impacts

Social 
inequalities

Greater access to information and the opportunity to engage with political and 
social issues more easily.  (Castells: 2013; Hinton and Hjorth: 2013)

Whilst is often an intrinsic to the lives of younger people, there 
is evidence that older people use digital communications 
less, which can exclude them from routine activities such as 
shopping, banking and access to information.  It can increase 
feelings of loneliness (Damant: 2015)

Children have greater access to ideas, information and learning reducing 
educational inequalities. 

Some people are unable to afford the cost of buying the devices 
needed to access digital communications (smart phone, tablet, 
computer etc).  ‘Digital underclass’.

You	can	make	new	connections	with	people	you	previously	would	not	have	been	
able to come into contact with increasing social capital.

Increasingly to get the best value utility prices (for example 
heating) you need to have an online plan, or many jobs require 
applicants to submit their CV online which can disadvantage 
those who would benefit most from these savings but who are 
disadvantaged by having less access to digital communications.

Feminists such as Haraway (1995) believe online users can present themselves 
as whoever they want to be.  This can free women (and men) from gender 
expectations as it allows them to represent themselves free from gender, for 
example using usernames which are not gender specific.

There is disparity in internet access/fast broadband speeds 
with differences both within the UK, and also between more 
developed and less developed countries.  Globalisation is not an 
even process (Curran, Fenton and Freedman: 2016).

Postmodernists argue that our identities used to be firmly fixed around social class, 
gender, age etc. whereas society now, with digital communications, offers freedom 
and choice.

It can increase inequalities within education as many children 
are expected to use digital communications as part of their 
homework or learning.  Some children will have access at home 
whereas some may have limited access of public devices (Paus-
Hasebrink, Sinner and Prochanzka: 2014).

People can adopt/choose an identity as they are free from their physical bodies.  In 
particular this can advantage those who may feel constrained by discrimination due 
to age, gender, disability etc.  Instead digital communications can enable people to 
feel liberated and free.  (Dodge M and Kitchin: 2001; Locke and Pascoe: 2000)

Lower	social	classes	are	more	likely	to	use	the	internet	for	
entertainment rather than educational purposes (Mertens and 
D’Haenens: 2010).

There are increases in the number of older people using the internet and digital 
forms of communication. 

Middle and higher social classes are able to further their existing 
advantages as they can increase their social and economic 
capital through online networks.

Enables an increase in home-working (World Development Report: 2016) Marxists would argue that digital communications are still 
controlled by the ruling class.
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Positive impacts Negative impacts

Relationships

Can form connections across the globe and keep in contact with family and friends 
(Hinton and Hjorth: 2013)

It can be difficult to know how to feel and respond to online 
relationships – how close should you get to people?  Holmes 
(2011) considers Facebook etiquette.

Opportunity to connect with a wider group of people who you would otherwise 
not have been able to meet, for example removal of barriers such as social class.

Occurrence – and increase - of cyber bullying (Livingstone, 
Haddon, Vincent, Mascheroni and Olafsson: 2014).  

Specific websites (e.g. dating websites) enable people to form new relationships 
that they might not otherwise have time to do. 

More people engaging in work outside of working hours can 
reduce the time we spend with family and friends (The Digital 
Brain Switch: 2015).

There are websites designed to reconnect local communities for example through 
specific projects (Dodge and Kitchin: 2001).

Less	time	for	offline.	For	example	Putman: 2000 suggests 
that since the rise in digital media, the number of community 
groups and associations has fallen dramatically in the USA.

Suggested answers 
Student resource 5: Impact of digital forms of communication




