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As with other aspects of our culture today, wedding planning is increasingly
discussed and implemented online. Information is disseminated through online media
attention, advertising, and computer mediated communication. The latter provides an
avenue through which the impact of community building and relational culture can be
established.

My dissertation analyzes an online wedding planning forum on TheKnot.com to
exemplify the ways by which a community is built through online postings and discusses
the characteristics of this community. Utilizing the uses and gratification theory, content
gratifications are examined through the types of topics publically viewable on an active
online wedding planning Website. Because of the extensive reach of such forums, one
particular region, New Jersey, will be examined. Process gratifications will be discussed
as participants share personal experiences from their time spent on this particular online
bulletin board planning their wedding celebration.

Furthermore, the dynamics of interaction among this group will be analyzed over
the course of half a calendar year and will show the types of interaction taking place

through content analysis.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

A wedding is viewed as one of the most important events in a woman’s life." It
ranks with her birth, the birth of her children, and her death in the ritualistic milestones
celebrated. While a wedding is comprised, for most couples, of a bride and a groom, the
commercial wedding industry targets women only (Sniezek, 2005). Brides are believed
to be more likely than grooms to think of certain things as essential to the wedding
(Daniels & Loveless, 2007). The idea was promoted that weddings were women’s work,
and women belonged in the home (Howard, 2010).

So why is this important? As will be shown, the wedding and its related industry
has changed radically since wedding planning historically began. What was once an
event celebrated by a small community has evolved and shifted into a multi-million
dollar empire. Formerly, there were relatively few ways to do weddings differently.
They all featured a bride in special apparel chosen carefully for the occasion, a ceremony,
and perhaps a celebration conducted after the ceremony itself. Sometimes there were
special flowers or touches, but this was not mandatory. There were relatively few options
to do things in a unique fashion. The old adage was that a bride had something old,
something new, something borrowed, and something blue. Ideas for the big day were
tapped from a mother, sister, or friend, or from another event that the bride had attended.
In the early part of the 20™ century, bridal consultants and magazines appeared to give
ideas, but even these were of limited variety.

With the rise of the Internet, all this changed and a shift occurred. McLuhan

(1964) famously proclaimed that the medium is the message. McLuhan formulated his

! Until the United States Supreme Court decided the case of Obergefell v. Hodges (2015), weddings were
restricted to unions between a man and a woman. The influence of this case on the wedding industry is yet
to be determined.



theory that the medium itself, not its content, is the focus of study. He categorized media
as being either hot, and providing full involvement, or cool, and providing less
involvement.

McLuhan’s theories were expanded by Bolter and Grusin (1999) in Remediation:
Understanding New Media. The subtitle of their work is important, as the insertion of the
word “new” makes it clear that McLuhan’s theories, much like remediation itself, are
also evolving. They declared that “the ultimate purpose of media is...to transfer sense
experiences from one person to another” (p. 3). However, this new Internet media is not
isolated from the past, but is influenced by the earlier media that preceded it and is
constantly refining it. While the Internet is a new medium, it constantly reproduces and
replaces earlier forms, in the process they call remediation.

Media connects the medium and the message, and Bolter and Grusin found
remediation to provide the fusion between the two. They define remediation as
representation of one media in another. This is one of the hallmarks of digital media,
such as the Internet, in which cultural significance is achieved because of the
refashioning of earlier media in its structure. For example, television has remediated film
and photography has remediated painting. The overlap of the old and the new provide a
new experience to the viewer. Similarly, online wedding planning has remediated the
wedding planning of the past.

Bolter and Grusin also discussed the concepts of hypermediacy and immediacy.
In immediacy, not only is information transferred, but a totally new experience is also
created. They write, “Immediacy is our name for a family of beliefs and practices that

express themselves differently at various times among various groups, and our quick



survey cannot do justice to this variety. The common feature of all these forms is the
belief in some necessary contact point between the medium and what it represents” (p.
30). In immediacy, the medium attempts to make itself transparent, so that the viewer
forgets for a moment that there is something allowing the experience to happen, and that
they live in this virtual world while they are having the experience. Wedding planning on
the Internet incorporates this sense of immediacy. The participant in an online wedding
forum forgets for a moment that their experience is happening in the virtual world, and it
becomes real.

In contrast, in hypermediacy, there are layers of media, and the viewer is always
aware that they are experiencing a mediated experience. They write, “In every
manifestation, hypermediacy makes us aware of the medium or media and (in sometimes
subtle and sometimes obvious ways) reminds us of our desire for immediacy” (p. 34).
Watson (2016), in her review of the book, notes that “They suggest that our media-
saturated culture simultaneously desires to foreground and erase media technologies.” As
in a reality television show, participants in an online forum are being watched by other
participants, and are also able to see what other people are saying about them, creating a
multi-layered experience.

As a result, according to Bolter and Grusin (1999),

It would seem, then, that all mediation is remediation. We are not claiming this as

an a priori truth, but rather arguing that at this extended historical moment, all

current media functions as remediators and that remediation offers us a means of
interpreting the work of earlier media as well. Our culture conceives of each
medium or constellation of media as it responds to, redeploys, competes with, and

reforms other media. In the first instance, we may think of something like a

historical progression, of newer media remediating older ones and in particular of

digital media remediating their predecessors. But ours is a genealogy of

affiliations, not a linear history, and in this genealogy, older media can also
remediate newer ones. Television can and does refashion itself to resemble the



World Wide Web, and film can and does incorporate and attempt to contain
computer graphics within its own linear form. No medium, it seems, can how
function independently and establish its own separate and purified space of
cultural meaning (p. 55).

Bolton and Grusin conclude that the process of remediation is an ongoing one,
and media will continue to develop and expand in new, yet uncharted, directions.

What began with Godey’s Lady’s Book and wedding magazines progressed to
television programs and reality television. With the advent of the Internet, a new media
came onto the scene, and all of the previous forms became incorporated into the new. In
contrast, today the pages are not flat. Websites have remediated to a format which is
multi-layered with hyperlinks and video clips, conversations and quizzes, games, and
interactive media. However, this is not a static process.

Today, Bolton and Grusin’s remediation theory is being remediated itself into a
conglomeration of not only media but media as an entertainment and commercial entity.
This has evolved to a culture where there are manufacturers and vendors, all of which
have their own websites, highlighting their products and services. The possibilities
expand to an exponential degree. But even this does not provide a way to determine
which of the multiple options really are suitable for a particular bride’s tastes. After all,
theoretically, it is her special day, and she only gets to do it once. With the increase of
options available to them, brides want to make sure that every detail of their big day is
perfect and an Internet bulletin board is a place where this is currently happening. The
idea of a forum is the perfect solution to achieve this, a sounding board and review
mechanism where prospective brides can ask others who were going through the same

thing, or had recently gone through it, what worked for them. It offers the ability to

communicate with like-minded others, no matter where they live or their relationship in



real life. With a bulletin board, there is a flow and exchange of ideas. As a result, it
changes the way weddings are planned and conducted, and modifies existing practices
and creates a whole new industry. This new industry, however, owes much to the past, as
it has built upon it and expanded it in its evolution.

Once such forum is located on TheKnot.com. This forum provides the basis for
the within study. The ways in which communication has been expanded through this
medium and to what extent it occurs also will be explored. It will be shown that sites like
TheKnot.com foster discussions about the bridal industry and influence wedding culture
in New Jersey. My research will answer the following research questions about wedding
planning through an online forum. First, how are community building and relational
culture exemplified through postings and relationships made by prospective brides on the
online New Jersey bulletin board of The Knot.com? Second, how are participants'
perceptions and actions affected throughout the online wedding planning process on
TheKnot.com’s New Jersey board from a uses and gratifications theory perspective? And
third, how do strong or weak ties created affect the emotional and informational support
among New Jersey brides-to-be as a result of their participation in the relational online
community on TheKnot.com? This will be done through interviews with bulletin board
participants, an analysis of initial postings through content analysis, a reply post analysis
through content analysis, and a discussion of relevant theories and thinking in this area.
The theoretical perspectives that will guide this research study include the Internet and
interactive dimensions of media, the dynamics of interaction in online communities, the
creation of ties, the uses and gratifications theory, content analysis and intercoder

reliability, and interaction in online groups through content analysis.



This study begins with an examination of the wedding industry today to show how

the industry began and how wedding planning has been viewed historically.

A. The Wedding Industry Today

The wedding industry has become an increasing lucrative market in recent years.
It has been estimated that this market generates between $50 and $70 billion annually
(Engstrom, 2008). In 2009 alone, there were 2,077,000 weddings in the United States
(Mar-Nel Productions, 2012), which rose to 2.14 million in 2014 (The Statistics Portal,
2016). The average cost of a wedding in 2014 was estimated to be $31,213, making it a
major life expense for those just starting out with married life. The most expensive area
to get married is New York City, NY, with the average wedding there, excluding the
honeymoon, reaching $76,328. For northern New Jersey, the average wedding cost is
$53,986. For the most part, the bride’s parents contribute 43%, the bride and groom
contribute 43% and the groom’s parents 12% (XO Group, Inc., 2015).

Brides-to-be carefully mull over all their choices as they meticulously plan every
moment of what is to be forever known as their “special day,” and at times spare no
expense so their dream does ultimately become a reality. Mead (2007) declares that
“weddings provide an unparalleled lens upon the intimate sphere of American life, and
that the way we marry reveals a great deal about prevailing cultural expectations of love,
hopes for marriage, and sense of the role of family” (p. 7). Increasingly in our culture,
wedding ceremonies are becoming more elaborate and more personalized. As Otnes and

Pleck (2003) note, “except on the lowest rungs of the socioeconomic ladder, the decision



to plan and execute elaborate weddings is rarely questioned, and seems now to be
considered not only a rite but also a right in North American culture” (p. 3).

The bridal media emphasizes the cost and complexity of a wedding, and one can
find many bridal publications on newsstands, all concentrating on bridal fashions and
wedding trappings rather than on the relationship created by the wedding (Engstrom,
2008). Many of the elements included in what has come to be known as a traditional
wedding include: a bride who wears a long, white gown, a multi-tiered white cake,
beautiful fresh flowers, a religious setting, attendants for both the bride and groom in
matching finery, a post-ceremony reception, and a honeymoon. This ‘traditional’ or
lavish wedding “is the dominant form in much of global culture today” (Otnes & Pleck,
2003, p. 3).

This phenomenon is understood as the right of a couple, their families, and their
guests to immerse themselves in a luxury experience and in recent times, the planning
process has become a highly mediated affair. This ‘once in a lifetime’ event has evolved
and “Because lavish weddings also embody our sacred beliefs in marriage and religion
and feature luxury goods that make the couple feel like celebrities for a day, these events
have more potential than almost any other ritual to help people experience the feeling of
being transported out of everyday space and time” (Otnes & Pleck, 2003, p. 13). Media
culture, of which a bulletin board is a part, has targeted this experience and has created
this multi-billion dollar industry that is growing with help from printed, electronic, and
televised media. As such, “Weddings are social events, as distinct from the private and
always mysterious marriages that they inaugurate; and they give expression, one way or

another, to the values and preoccupations of the society in which they take place” (Mead,



2007, p. 7). This evolution is a natural progression in accord with the remediation theory,
in which one form of media is represented in another and information is fused from
everything preceding (Bolter & Grusin, 1999). This creates a situation where not only is
information presented, but a new sensory experience is provided as well. Therefore, to
understand this, bridal customs of the past must first be explored. This will be contrasted
with wedding planning in the media today, and the role of remediation in connecting

media of the past to the media of the present will also be discussed.

B. Historical Bridal Customs

Bridal traditions in the United States go back to biblical times. Ebeling (2010)
notes that special articles of clothing were worn by women to denote special occasions.
For example, for her wedding, a woman “would wear a veil to cover her face” (p. 93). In
Psalm 45, the garment worn by a wealthy woman on her wedding day was described as
follows: “The princess is decked in her chamber with gold-woven robes; in many-colored
robes is she led to the king” (Psalm 45.13-14 New Revised Standard Version, 2001).
This use of a veil is still seen today in bridal fashion as a protection against malicious
spirits and as a symbol of purity (Chesser, 1980).

From the colonial period through the nineteenth century, weddings were seen as a
celebration by the community to recognize the beginning of a new union of man and
woman. They were not influenced at all by consumerism, but rather by the desire of a
community to celebrate the couple. The bride wore her best dress, which usually was not

white, and which was expected to be worn again after her wedding (Howard, 2010).



Timmons (1939) noted that just prior to World War 11, 1/3 of the couples
managed to do without an engagement ring. Sixteen percent were married in clothes they
already owned. One third married without a wedding reception in addition to the
ceremony, and one-third did not have a honeymoon. The average cost of a wedding in
1939 was $392.30 (Mead, 2007). In today’s culture, many brides are unable to find a
dress to wear for less than $400, let alone spending that amount on the entire affair.

The tradition of a white wedding was begun in 1840 when Queen Victoria
married Prince Albert. This heralded the traditional white wedding. Prior to 1840, the
most common color for a wedding dress was red or another bright color. In 1840, Queen
Victoria changed the tradition when she wore a white dress. This was copied by the
wealthy and the tradition spread. The choice of the color white for a wedding dress had
nothing to do with representing purity. It was, instead, a sign that the wearer could afford
to have a dress that would never be worn again (Daniels & Loveless, 2007). By the
1920s and 1930s the long, white silk gown had been established as the fashion and started
the bridal apparel industry (Mead, 2007). During the Depression, brides wore their best
dress or a white dress which could be dyed and worn again (Daniels & Loveless, 2007).
World War 1l presented the industry with obstacles — many brides married quickly before
their grooms went off to war. When rationing of silk for parachutes was introduced,
Congress passed an exception for bridal wear (Mead, 2007). It was after World War Il
that Hollywood stars and royalty wore the elaborate white dresses that we know today
(Daniels & Loveless, 2007). Marrying in white became the standard, which was aided by
mass produced gowns from synthetic fibers. By 2006, brides spent an average of $1,025

for their wedding dresses (Mead, 2007).
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Wedding music was also influenced by Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. While
music at weddings has existed for more than 400 years, the pattern for the inclusion of
music into wedding ceremonies was started by this couple. At their wedding, the
“Wedding March” by Mendelssohn was played as a recessional, and this started a
tradition which has endured up to the present (Kerr, 1965). Other classical wedding
composers included Handel and Mozart. One reason for this was attributed to the
scarcity of other compositions designed to be used at weddings, and the desire of brides
to use standard musical pieces. For over 70 years, Mendelssohn and Handel were the
standards for brides to use, which was attributed to the lack of knowledge by brides about
music and no other influences to emulate (Kerr, 1965; Parsons, 1964).

Wedding cakes were mentioned as early as the seventeenth century. Prior to this
time, cakes were a form of flat bread, and due to the high cost of sugar, it was not widely
used until the 1700s. The first bridal cake recipe emerged in 1769, in a cookbook called
The Experienced English Housekeeper by Elizabeth Raffald. It went through 36 editions
and she was the first to recommend covering the cake first with almond icing and then
with an icing of egg white and powdered sugar. Subsequent bakers made them more and
more elaborate. By the early twentieth century, the cake was elevated to three tiers on
raised pillars. Initially, the bride alone cut the cake, but by 1938 the groom assisted her
in this, which turned into a joint cutting of the cake. By the 1980s, this evolved into a
ceremony which was invariably documented by a photograph. (Charsley, 1988).

Flowers have always had an important place in wedding ceremonies, and brides
of the Middle Ages would wear their favorite flowers as a garland (Chesser, 1980). In

Victorian times, flowers were used to make a bouquet and to decorate the houses of the
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bride and groom to symbolize abundance and virtue (Lacey, 1969). Wedding guests
scattered flowers from the bride’s house along the path that she would walk to church,
much like the modern day flower girl. Orange blossoms were thought to represent
fruitfulness; baby’s breath, fertility; or rosemary for remembrance (Chesser, 1980).

Wedding gift giving did not begin until the 1880s. Initially, these were items
from the family only, and were handmade. After the Industrial Revolution, there were
seamstresses and department stores to supply gifts (Otnes & Pleck, 2003). In 1901, a
trade journal for storekeepers called the Dry Goods Economist published an item entitled
“June Brides a Fair Mark,” advised, “The merchant of refinement may reach all or nearly
all, and tell in an unobtrusive way of how much you can do for them in the taking care of
many details incidental to the preparation of a wedding trousseau” (Mead, 2007, p. 5).
The tradition became to display gifts received, which caused an obsessive public
inspection of gifts and trousseau, in which the more valuable the gift, the higher status of
the guest in the couple’s world. This encouraged giving gifts above one’s means
(Daniels & Loveless, 2007). Between the 1920s and the 1950s, jewelers, caterers and
gown manufacturers encouraged brides, through the media, to want a certain standard of
goods (Mead, 2007).

The wedding ring is probably the oldest marriage symbol. Its circular shape
symbolizes eternal love, and most brides and grooms employ wedding rings in their
ceremonies (Chesser, 1980). Romans and Greeks used wedding rings, and ancient
Egyptians did as well, as evidenced by the fact that some were found in the tombs of
ancient Egypt. In early societies, such as the medieval Jews of Greece and Turkey, the

man wore an engagement ring, as it was thought to symbolize power and authority
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(Lacey, 1969). However, this evolved into a belief that the wedding ring was a symbol of
bondage and obedience, and such rings were worn by women exclusively until hundreds
of years later (Thompson, 1932). Wedding rings historically have been made out of iron,
reeds, and gold (Chesser, 1980).

Engagement rings did not become prevalent until the early 1900s. Diamonds
were though to guard against temptation from Satan (Chesser, 1980). Prior to the
Depression, diamond rings were available, but not considered an essential element of an
engagement (Daniels & Loveless, 2007). Americans started giving and wearing diamond
engagement rings in the latter part of the nineteenth century, after discovery of diamond
mines in South Africa made diamonds more available (Mead, 2007). During the
Depression, the supply exceeded the demand, as new diamond mines were discovered
(Daniels & Loveless, 2007). To stimulate the demand, De Beers, the company which
controlled almost all of the world's diamond production, formed an alliance with a New
York advertising agency. In the 1930s, the advertising agency N. W. Ayer began to
create, on behalf of the De Beers diamond company, an advertising and public relations
campaign to make consumers believe a diamond engagement ring was essential (Mead,
2007). This campaign coined the slogan “A Diamond is Forever” in 1939 (Daniels &
Loveless, 2007). There was an active effort to make diamonds part of the romantic
consciousness (Epstein, 1982), employing Hollywood stars to wear diamonds (Daniels &
Loveless, 2007). As Epstein (1982) notes, the diamond engagement ring “could subtly
exploit the premarital insecurity women were found to have in their relations with men.
Even though the tradition of diamond engagement rings was, at least in its popular form,

mainly an invention of the late nineteenth century, the advertising agency decided to
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give deep historical roots and establish it in the public’s mind as an inseparable part of
the marriage process” (p. 128). In regard to this marketing campaign, “Through
psychologically designed advertising and public relations, women could be further
conditioned to think of diamonds as a necessity of life” (Epstein, 1982, p. 131). By the
end of World War I, the diamond engagement ring was entrenched in popular culture,
and by 1965, 80 percent of couples had a diamond engagement ring (Daniels & Loveless,
2007). The jewelry industry also encouraged grooms to get a wedding band, and the
double ring ceremony began, which was not common in the United States prior to World
War Il (Howard, 2010).

Just as the white wedding has become the standard to which all weddings are
held, other elements have also become standard. The early wedding traditions just
discussed were expanded to include the father walking his daughter down the aisle, the
ceremonial cutting of the wedding cake, the father/daughter and mother/son dance, the
tossing of the bridal bouquet and garter, and taking a honeymoon after the wedding day
has past (Bambacas, 2002). Other wedding elements which have historical annotations
include setting a date which is fortuitous, including witnesses who were the forebears of
today’s bridesmaids and groomsmen, having the bride’s father give away the bride, and
including children in the ceremony (Chesser, 1980).

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, more businesses arose to aid brides
of the middle and upper classes. These businesses included magazines, department
stores, and the jewelry industry. Bride’s Magazine was first published in 1934 and
Modern Bride began in 1949, both of which began the process of bringing commerce to

weddings. Department stores started gift registries, where guests could purchase items
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that the couple to be married desired. Department stores in this period also began bridal
fashion shows and bridal salons, where brides could choose their apparel in a section of
the store devoted just to them (Howard, 2010).

The traditional wedding elements are increasingly being scrutinized by women
planning their weddings and tossed aside for new, more creative ideas. While these
elements were becoming more prevalent through the end of the twentieth century, it was
not until the rise of the Internet that they reached the position they are in today. The
Internet allows those planning weddings today to increasingly add additional elements to
wedding culture and is in turn creating new realities (Flanagan, 2001).

In addition to the options offered by the traditional selection of flowers, wedding
dresses, wedding cakes, attendants, music, and rings, there are an exponential amount of
options now available. The sheer quantity of these elements would have been impossible
in society even twenty or thirty years ago due to their dizzying variety. The options in
this new wedding culture include photo booths, Viennese dessert tables, mood lighting,
monogrammed gobos, save the date announcements, videographers, ribbon wands, and
cocktail hour musicians, to name a few. In the area of transportation alone, there are the
family car, classic car, limousine, party bus, horse and carriage, trolley, shuttle bus, and
school bus as possible alternatives. How can prospective brides possibly catch up on all
these ever-changing elements in the short period of time available to her after her
engagement and prior to her wedding?

One way would be to utilize the Internet to see the latest offerings for upcoming
weddings, and to discuss with other brides-to-be what they are using and what they have

seen work for others. Each bride wants her day to stand out from all others, and one way
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that she believes that she can achieve this is to incorporate more and more distinctive
touches, which invariably seem to increase the cost of the wedding experience. Itis
reasonable to conclude that unless a bride-to-be has heard about these options as having
been used by others, they would never occur to her. It is this function that the Internet
bulletin board, such as the one on TheKnot.com, has come to fill. With each option, a
corresponding industry has sprung up to satisfy a bride’s wish. While the industry earns
billions of dollars, it is made up of many small enterprises (Terrell, 2012). Many of these
suppliers are small entities and locally owned, including photographers, wedding venues,
and florists. The local nature of these industries makes communication on a limited local
forum the most beneficial to its members. As will be shown, the prospective brides are
communicating with each other in a way to achieve this that would not have been
possible in any other format, and this has brought about an entirely new way to look at

wedding planning.

C. Bridal Industry Response

This new expansion of consumerism has been embraced by the bridal industry.
The wedding industry of today greatly increases traditional bridal customs. It also
intelligently recognizes what, as Sniezek (2005) notes, is the temporal quality to
weddings and wedding planning. He declared that there is a “common belief that
weddings are temporary ritualized ceremonial occasions that do not reflect ‘ordinary’ life.
In this view, a wedding is a short-lived voluntary undertaking and not a necessary
ongoing family work” (p. 216). As Nelson and Otnes (2005) write, “Marriage occurs in

the majority of world cultures, and the wedding itself is a special ritual — a rite of passage
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that culturally marks a person’s transition from one life stage to another and redefines
social and personal identity” (p. 89).

Brides take the ritualistic elements of weddings past and build upon them to
create their own brand of ritual. The ritualistic aspect of a wedding is significant. As
Otnes and Pleck (2003) express it, “Certainly, if rituals impose order, enable us to feel
connected to others, and transform us in some significant manner, then weddings qualify
as rituals. Given the relative absence of initiation rites in Western cultures, and the
declining amount of flourish that people put into funerals, weddings in the twentieth
century have become the major ritual of the entire life span” (p. 4). Weddings used to
symbolize the transition into adulthood, but with many couples marrying later in life, a
wedding no longer acts as the point of change. Still, individuals give great importance to
this ritual and see it as the most momentous in today’s society. Otnes and Pleck (2003)
continue, “Rituals become more elaborate when the public perceives the social institution
being celebrated (in this case, marriage) as tenuous and vulnerable” (p. 7). Weddings and
their requisite expenses create and legitimize marriage (Engstrom, 2008).

The most significant thing that the wedding industry is selling is fantasy and “If a
bride buys into the wedding industry, she is promised the happily-ever-after that she, in
her big white dress and tiara, deserves” (Mead, 2007, p. 10). The ability of all classes to
find funding for extravagant weddings, through credit cards and loans, has made all
classes able to produce such a spectacle. However, “While weddings remain important
markers from the standpoint of social visibility, their ability to make an overarching
statement about prestige within their social class has become diluted as previously

inaccessible goods and services have trickled down” (Otnes & Pleck, 2003, p. 6).
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The increase in opulence sought by brides-to-be has not gone unnoticed by the
wedding industry. It has been noted that “Weddings have become a year round shopping
spree, with wedding costs increasing an average of 5 percent [per year] over the past 15
years” (Daniels & Loveless, 2007, p. 74). Besides challenging the traditions of a white
wedding, today’s engaged women are using materialism as a form of empowerment and
are pushing the definition of a contemporary wedding to new heights. Cultural values
approve of and encourage consumerism using the wedding day as the scapegoat. The
idea that nothing is too grand or too expensive for your one, special day is used as a
justification. Wedding planning Web sites rose as significant competitors for the
attention of brides since they were established in the late 1990s. For example, “The Web
site of The Knot offers, in addition to the kind of editorial content typically found in
magazines, online tools such as budget calculators, serves as a portal for wedding-related
online shopping, and has built an enormous community of brides who contribute to its
message boards” (Mead, 2007, p. 19). In addition, with the availability of more money to
spend on weddings, great affluence is the norm, and people have to search for
individualism and self-expression in regard to their weddings. Otnes and Pleck (2003)
note, “Distinctiveness is now as important as luxury, because taste becomes as much a
marker of class as money” (p. 6).

Women have been taught to see the engagement period as a time to remake
themselves (Mead, 2007). There is a connection in the mind of the bride-to-be between
romantic love and the love of material goods (Otnes & Pleck, 2003). Advertising,
marketing and the media remind women “that their lives are incomplete unless they

experience romantic love” and “Once having found it, reward themselves for doing so by
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consummating the accomplishment through the bestowal of a diamond engagement ring,
a lavish wedding, and a honeymoon. After all, marriage is still seen as the endpoint of
romance, and a lavish wedding as the best portal to marriage” (Otnes & Pleck, 2003, p.
12).

The potential for regret is high as “the American Wedding is an enterprise in
which the newly engaged anticipate being exploited to a certain degree, but points out
that even the most savvy bride sometimes worries she will regret foregoing something on
her ‘special day’” (Mac Adam, 2007, p. 1). Due to consumerism, those planning a
wedding may fall prey to the “ways the wedding industry is always upping the ante for
the wedding couple. Where videographers once simply filmed the wedding and
reception, now they offer extravagant packages where they create multimedia videos to
screen at the reception that render the bride and groom’s courtship ‘story’” (Mac Adam,
2007, p. 1).

The idea of excess and fantasy are highly imbued in wedding culture. So much so
that the portrayal of weddings in the media, in the form of magazines and etiquette books,
television programs, films and websites, become the dominant version (Engstrom, 2008).
In fact, the consumerism exhibited by many brides can get so out of control that there has
even been a nickname coined for it. The term “bridezilla,” which first appeared around
2001, has been used to nickname any bride who will do anything, and everything, in her
power to ensure her wedding day will progress exactly as she wishes, down to the very
last detail. This term describes the out of control bride (Mead, 2007). Whether the
concerns are monetarily or socially driven, “The problem usually comes when out-of-

control bridezillas wrap themselves up with planning for the big day — and don’t plan for
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the day after” (Balz, 2006, p. 13). Mead (2007) is “suggesting that the industry creates
such a monstrous and demanding bride because such a creature will always want more,
demand more and spend more” (p. 2). One commentator asks, “Does the market’s
usurpation of liberal feminist ideals provide what it is, in theory, supposed to provide for
these women — namely, liberation, satisfaction, and the happiness of ‘having it all’? Or
does it produce the opposite of what it promises — namely, domination, disenchantment,
and detachment” (Blakely, 2008, p. 660). Bridezilla is just a shorthand way to describe a
whole nuptial system that is out of control (Mead, 2007).

According to Boden (2001), a “superbride” is both a rational project manager who
has a methodical attention to detail and an emotional childish fantasizer. As Blakely
(2008) states, “The superbride is thus part bridezilla — an extremely picky and uptight
bride who has left nothing unplanned or unorganized — and part Cinderella — indulging
her childhood fantasies, acting spoiled and pampered, and being treated like royalty” (p.
659).

Some brides even extend this dominance to their wedding attendants. Brides have
required their bridesmaids to get chemical peels, botox, dermal fillers, tooth whitening,
and breast augmentation (Ellin, 2008). One Asian bridal party member commented,
“*We’re all Asian and didn’t have a whole lot of cleavage, and she found a doctor in L.A.
who was willing to do four for the price of two,” said Ms. Lee, who wore a push-up bra
instead” (Ellin, 2008, p. 1). A New Jersey wedding planner told of one bride who wanted
attendants to get professionally spray tanned for a Hawaiian themed wedding. Two
women were claustrophobic and could not stand in a tanning capsule. They asked if they

could use regular tanning cream. The bride refused because she wanted everyone to be
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the same shade, and the two dropped out of the wedding and ended their 20-year
friendship with the bride over a spray tan (Ellin, 2008).

The wedding day, and all the days leading up to it, is fraught with anxiety for the
engaged couple. Flanagan (2001) discusses how “wedding merchants capitalize on the
emotional vulnerability and social anxiety that afflict people planning a formal wedding.
If you love her, shouldn't you spend two months' salary on the diamond she's going to
wear forever? Would you deny a cherished daughter the same sort of party that all her
friends had?” (p. 113). As a result, there are mixed emotions for these consumers and
these ambivalent emotions are generated by the marketplace (Otnes, Lowrey, & Shrum,
1997). As they express it, “consumer ambivalence is the simultaneous or sequential
experience of multiple emotional states, as a result of the interaction between internal
factors and external objects, people, institutions, and/or cultural phenomena in market-
oriented contexts, that can have direct and/or indirect ramifications on prepurchase,
purchase or postpurchase attitudes and behavior” (pp. 82-83). A wedding is the perfect
case study for exploring consumer ambivalence (Otnes, Lowrey, & Shrum, 1997). Brides
believe they must select the one option that encapsulates their own personalities and
tastes and “Thus, the mixed emotions that our brides experienced when products failed to
live up to internal expectations were apparently due to the paradox of having to find a
product or service that can ‘singularize’ the bride from among typically mass-marketed,
mass-advertised, and mass-produced commodities or parity services” (p. 85). They
continue, “Moreover, our informants were conscious that many brides do experience

moments of ‘hierophany’ such as ‘the perfect dress feeling,” and no doubt felt it was their
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right to expect a transformative experience when selecting certain wedding artifacts as
well” (p. 85).

While the wedding provides an escape from the mundane everyday life of a
woman, it is only illusory and temporary, making a wedding both exotic and mundane
(Engstrom, 2008). As Engstrom (2008) expresses it, “The wedding, and its surrounding
fantasy, serves for women as a much-touted highlight of their lives, something to yearn
for and value because after that one, special day, they must return to their domestic world
comprised of the familiar, repetitive tasks” (p. 76). The question remains whether
creating a culture where a bride can have every whim and desire addressed, with vendors
ready and able to do her bidding, has made a positive contribution to weddings or
whether the sheer amount of options has become excessive and has set a level of
expectation impossible to meet. TheKnot.com has astutely stepped in to provide this

service, in both its positive and negative aspects.

D. Study of Wedding Planning on TheKnot.com

Over the last half century, functions that were traditionally assigned to domestic
work have been absorbed into the market economy. This was described by sociologist
Avrlie Hochschild (2003) as the commercialization of intimate life. Commercial services
meet the demands of the home and intimate life (Blakely, 2008). Hochschild (2003)
describes this as the “commaodity frontier”:

Janus-faced, [the commodity frontier] looks out on one side to the market

place and on the other side to the family. On the market side it is a

frontier for companies as they expand the number of market niches for

goods and services covering activities that, in yesteryear, formed part of

unpaid “family life.” On the other side it is a frontier for families that feel
the need or desire to consume such goods and services. On the company



22

side a growing supply of services is meeting a growing demand for
‘family’ jobs (pp. 35-36).

This is the niche that The Knot seeks to fill. Its empire reaches, as will be
discussed, from websites to books to television programs. However, a major part of its
impact is online. As with other aspects of our culture today, wedding planning is
increasingly discussed and implemented online. The Internet enables brides to easily
access information and communicate with numerous wedding resources (XO Group, Inc.
- The Knot, 2014). Information is disseminated through online media attention,
advertising, and computer mediated communication. The latter provides an avenue
through which the impact of community building and relational culture can be
established. This dissertation will analyze an online wedding planning forum on
TheKnot.com to exemplify the ways by which a community is built through online
postings and the characteristics of this community. Utilizing the uses and gratification
theory, content gratifications will be examined through the types of topics publically
viewable on an active online wedding planning Website. Because of the extensive reach
and local nature of such forums, one particular region, New Jersey, will be examined.
Process gratifications will be discussed as participants share personal experiences from
their time spent on this particular online bulletin board planning their wedding
celebration. Furthermore, the dynamics of interaction among this group will be analyzed
over the course of half a calendar year and will show the types of interaction taking place
through content analysis.

The research questions guiding this dissertation follow.
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E. Research Questions

Online chat based around an emotional and uncertain time with many
expectations, financial concerns, and a desire for individuality in a women’s life are
fulfilling individual desires for brides-to-be including interpersonal communication,
personal reflection, and shared emotions.

Even more important to note is the timeliness of this research. In the past ten
years, the Internet has affected the way society chooses to communicate as a whole for
“the Internet has long been regarded as a medium that is particularly amenable to
interpersonal connection and social activities” (Haridakis & Hanson, 2009, p. 321). In
recent years, there has undoubtedly been a shift in society’s use of face-to-face
communication to the use of computer-mediated communication, especially through
online mediums.

This dissertation will provide heuristic value through the three research questions
presented. First, community building and relational culture will be discussed through
postings and relationships made by perspective brides on the online bulletin board
TheKnot.com in New Jersey. Secondly, there will also be an exploration of why
participants join TheKnot.com’s New Jersey board from a uses and gratifications theory
perspective and how participants' perceptions and actions are affected throughout the
online wedding planning process. This will expand the uses and gratifications
perspective to this particular online community. Finally, the extent of the creation of
strong or weak ties through emotional and informational support among New Jersey
brides-to-be as a result of their participation in the relational online community on

TheKnot.com will be examined.
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Why individuals choose to frequent the New Jersey board of TheKnot.com and
spend time posting and answering the questions of others in an online community related

to wedding planning will be discussed.

1. RQ #1 - Community Building
How is community building and relational culture exemplified through postings and
relationships made by prospective brides on the online bulletin board The Knot.com in

New Jersey?

2. RQ #2 - TheKnot.com from a Uses and Gratifications Perspective
How are participants' perceptions and actions affected throughout the online wedding
planning process on TheKnot.com’s New Jersey board from a uses and gratifications

theory perspective?

3. RQ #3 - Creation of Strong or Weak Ties Through Participation in
TheKnot.com
How do strong or weak ties created affect the emotional and informational support
among New Jersey brides-to-be as a result of their participation in the relational online

community on TheKnot.com?

While online communities can be used as a medium for meaningful social
exchange (Clerc, 1996; Rheingold, 1993; Turkle, 1995), virtual communities are defined

as online groups of people who share certain behaviors or practices, enforcing certain
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standards, who form a community or coexist in close proximity (Komito, 1998). While
they do more than simply exchange information, do they meet the standard set by Carey
(1989) of “the sacred ceremony that draws persons together in fellowship and
commonality” (p. 18)? According to Kozinets (1999), the term ‘community’ is fitting if
it is used in its most basic sense as a group of people who share social interactions, social
ties, and a common space, even though this space is a computer mediated cyberspace.
However, the strength of these ties has not been evaluated.

The exploration of these questions will provide insight into Internet
communications, which are changing the way individuals connect and interact. This
research will examine how The Knot maintains a culture aimed at unmarried women,
maintaining the status quo of femininity. Since there has been an explosion in the
prevalence of Internet communication, this study will provide markers for the future. It
has only been in recent years that the Internet has been a major focus for communication,
and its potential is unlimited. Examining its current use through this particular forum can
provide insight into the future of Internet communication, if not all communication, and

of the ties thereby created.

F. Selection of TheKnot.com

The Knot is a brand of XO Group, Inc., which is “the premier consumer Internet
and media company dedicated to providing information, products and services to those
planning their wedding, pregnancy, and everything in between” (XO Group, Inc. - The
Knot, 2014). In addition to providing assistance during the wedding planning process

through TheKnot.com, XO Group, Inc. includes TheNest.com for newlyweds and
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TheBump.com for expecting and new parents, “connecting engaged couples, newlyweds,
and first-time parents with the community, products, and inspiration they need to
navigate the most intense years of their lives” (XO Group, Inc. - About Us, 2014).

The target audience for TheKnot.com and its brands is the female bride, who they
feel to be their primary consumer. The groom is all but neglected, as are more non-
traditional partnerships. It is unclear whether this was a result of design or whether the
laws prohibiting gay marriage in many states across the country until recent time was the
primary motivating force. It remains to be seen whether The Knot will move away from
this and be more inclusive. However, in July 2013, The Knot released its first issue
devoted entirely to same-sex weddings, Gay Weddings by The Knot, which could be a
harbinger of a more inclusive policy.

TheKnot.com site is further divided into local and regional sections, containing
forums for each of these regions as well. The New Jersey board is one of the most
popular forums on The Knot.com nationwide with many threads exemplifying an active
community where there is communication among the membership and ties are created.

For these reasons, the New Jersey board was selected as the basis for the within study.

G. New Jersey Weddings

As with other states, weddings in New Jersey run the gamut from modest to
extravagantly elegant. The evolution of wedding customs is due to many factors, but one
constant must be satisfied in all marriages: the legal requirements for marriage in New
Jersey. No matter what the rest of the ceremony and reception consists of, the statutory

requirements in this state must be met. There are very specific requirements for a couple
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to make their union legal, and these are spelled out in New Jersey laws. Neither person
can be in another civil union, marriage, or domestic partnership. They must also be at
least 18 years of age. If younger than that age, they must have parental consent.
Applicants under age 16 must have parental consent and have the consent approved in
writing by a judge of the Superior Court, Chancery Division, Family Part. (NJSA 37:1-6,
2014).

Certain relationships are prohibited: “A man shall not marry or enter into a civil
union with any of his ancestors or descendants, or his sister or brother, or the daughter or
son of his brother or sister, or the sister or brother of his father or mother, whether such
collateral kindred be of the whole or half blood” (NJSA 37:1-1(a), 2014). Likewise, “A
woman shall not marry or enter into a civil union with any of her ancestors or
descendants, or her sister or brother, or the daughter or son of her brother or sister, or the
sister or brother of her father or mother, whether such collateral kindred be of the whole
or half blood” (NJSA 37:1-1(b), 2014). Such a marriage would be absolutely void (NJSA
37:1-1(c), 2014).

Common law marriages contracted after December 1, 1939 are invalid if they are
not accompanied by a marriage license, and all marriages “shall have been performed by
or before any person, religious society, institution or organization authorized by section
37:1-13 of this Title to solemnize marriages; and failure in any case to comply with both
prerequisites aforesaid, which shall always be construed as mandatory and not merely
directory, shall render the purported marriage absolutely void” (NJSA 37:1-10, 2014).

The prospective couple must obtain a marriage license before the marriage can be

lawfully performed in New Jersey. They must obtain the license from the city clerk or
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registrar of the municipality in which either party resides and the license is valid
throughout the State of New Jersey. If neither applicant is a resident of New Jersey, the
application is obtained where the marriage ceremony is performed, but the license is only
valid in the issuing municipality. The license is then delivered to the person who is to
officiate the ceremony (NJSA 37:1-2, 2014). There is a 72 hour waiting period after the
license is issued, and the ceremony must take place no later than 30 days after such
issuance (NJSA 37:1-4, 2014). After all the legal formalities have been complied with,
the couple can then celebrate their legal union.

New Jersey residents who get married, as with those in other states, have
weddings which range from informal to formal. Some New Jersey weddings coincide
with traditions in other parts of the country, while some of them are unique. However, in
general, New Jersey weddings are considerably more expensive than in other parts of the
country. It can be noted that because of this higher cost per wedding, New Jersey brides
and grooms include more elements into their special day and these elements themselves
can be more expensive.

This was shown in a study by the XO Group, which covered the United States as
awhole. For this report, 16,000 brides and grooms married in the United States in 2014
were surveyed to uncover financial spending habits and trends. This study compared
national and regional statistics “on the average cost of a wedding, how it is budgeted, the
average number of wedding guests, spend per guest, wedding style trends and other key
statistics related to weddings in America” (XO Group, Inc., 2015).

This survey first noted that the national average of a wedding budget rose to

$31,213, but guest lists were shrinking, with the average wedding now having 136 guests,
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down from 149 in 2009. Rebecca Dolgin, Editor-in-Chief of The Knot, stated that
“Couples are focusing on creating an amazing guest experience and reception details,
including finding venues to reflect their personality. Perhaps the biggest change we’ve
seen is in the amount of brides using their mobile phone to plan their wedding — it has
doubled in just three years” (XO Group, Inc., 2015).

For 2014, The Knot formulated the following national statistics:

Top 2014 Wedding Statistics

* Average Wedding Cost: $31,213 (excludes honeymoon)

* Most Expensive Place to Get Married: Manhattan, $76,328 average spend

» Least Expensive Place to Get Married: Utah, $15,257 average spend

¢ Average Spent on a Wedding Dress: $1,357

e Average Marrying Age: Bride, 29; Groom, 31

* Average Number of Guests: 136

* Average Number of Bridesmaids: 4 to 5

e Average Number of Groomsmen: 4 to 5

Most Popular Month to Get Engaged: December (16%)

e Average Length of Engagement: 14 months

Most Popular Month to Get Married: June (15%) followed by October (14%)

Popular Wedding Colors: Ivory/White (44%), Blue (37%), Pink (28%), Metallics (26%), Purple (23%)
Dark blue specifically has continued to grow every year, from 10% in 2008 to 24% in 2014
Percentage of Destination Weddings: 24%

The top trends for 2014 included:

e Couples using smartphones to access wedding planning websites increased from
33% in 2011 to 61% in 2014. 71% of couples had accessed The Knot on their
smartphones.

e Personalization is on the rise, with couples choosing unique places to wed to show
their individual style. Banquet halls (22%), country clubs (11%), and hotels (11%)
were still popular places to hold weddings, but 40% chose unusual venues to hold

their weddings.
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e Couples are spending more on their reception and less on their ceremonies. They
are spending more on catering, musicians, and cake, but less on pianists,
organists, or religious institutions. Only 28% of ceremonies were held there,
down from 41% in 2009.

e Half of all couples went over their wedding budgets. In 2014, 45% of couples
went over budget, about 1 in 4 (26%) of couples stayed within their budget, and
only 6% of couples came out under budget. 23% didn't even have a wedding
budget, up from 17% in 20009.

e On average, the bride’s parents contributed 43% of the wedding cost, the couple
themselves paid 43% and the groom’s parents contributed 12%. 12% of couples
paid for the entire wedding themselves.

e More couples are using save the dates, 75% in 2014, up from 57% in 2009. This
type of announcement is sent approximately six months to a year in advance of a

wedding invitation so guests will not make other plans on that date.

The Knot listed the 25 most expensive places to get married and five of the six
most expensive areas were in the New York/New Jersey metropolitan area. They
included New York — Manhattan ($76,328); New York/Long Island ($55,327); New
Jersey North/Central ($53,986); New York/Westchester/Hudson Valley ($52,954);
Chicago ($50,934) and New York/Outer Boroughs ($49,781). New Jersey/South was
number 10 at $39,191. By contrast, Arkansas and Utah had the lowest wedding costs at

$18,031 and $15,257, respectively (XO Group, Inc., 2015).
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Other regional differences were apparent as well. In Nevada and New York City,
the average marriage age was 32.7 and 32 years, respectively. West Virginia and
Kentucky had the youngest brides, at 26.8 and 26.9 years, respectively. Engagements in
North/Central New Jersey were 18 months, the longest of anywhere in the country.
Brides in Utah and West Texas averaged engagements of 10 and 9.9 months,
respectively. In Georgia and Hawaii, the percentage of casual weddings was 40% and
39%, while in North/Central New Jersey and Long Island, 36% and 35% were formal
events. Brides in Manhattan and Long Island spent the most on their dresses, at $2,914
and $2,137, while brides in Idaho and Alaska spent $982 and $925. 85% of couples from
North/Central New Jersey booked honeymoons, while only 44% of those from Alaska
and North Dakota did the same.

The average 2014 budget breakdown, according to this survey, was as follows:

Category 2014 National 2013 National
Average Spend | Average Spend
Overall Wedding (excluding honeymoon) $31,213 $29,858 1
Venue (reception hall) $14,006 $13,3851
Photographer $2 556 $2.440 1
Wedding/Event Planner $1.973 $1,874 1
Reception Band $3,587 $3,469 1
Reception DJ $1,124 $1,038 1
Florist/Decor $2 141 $2,069 1
Videographer $1,794 $1,700 1
Wedding Dress $1,357 $1.281 1
Groom's Attire and Accessories $254 $248 1
Wedding Cake $555 $546 1
Ceremony Site $1,901 $1,793 1
Ceremony Musicians 5637 5588 1
Invitations $439 5443 |
Transportation/Limousine 5767 $732 1
Favors 5275 5281 |
Rehearsal Dinner $1,206 $1,184 1
Engagement Ring $5,855 $5,598 1
Catering (price per person) 568 $66 1
Officiant 5266 5260 1

Figure 1. 2014 wedding budget national average (XO Group, Inc., 2015).
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A study by The Wedding Report (2016), which compiles statistics and marketing
reports for the wedding industry, showed that couples nationally spent an average of
$25,200 on their weddings in 2015, and varied from the XO Group figures due to the fact
that a different sample survey population was used. That figure was about half of the
median household annual income for the entire United States.

The WeddingReport.com, a site organized to help businesses in the wedding
industry become more profitable through data, has been analyzing data from over
300,000 samples collected since 2005. For 2015, they derived their cost calculations
from 8,010 surveys conducted in that year. They also used data from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Census Bureau, Department of Labor, Bureau of
Economic Analysis (BEA), Cost of Living Index (COLI), GeoLytics, Inc. and Easy
Analytic Software, Inc. For wedding costs, they analyzed reports regarding 55 products
and services in 10 categories from surveys with random pre-wedding and post-wedding
couples all over the United States (The Wedding Report, Inc. - Methodology, 2016).

Among all states in the country, New Jersey ranks 11" in population with an
estimated 8,958,013 people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). New Jersey in 2012 had a per
capita income of $35,928, and a median income of $71,637, according to the US Census
Bureau. Only Maryland ranked higher, with a median income of $72,999 and Alaska
was third with $69,917. Hunterdon County in New Jersey had the highest figure with
$105,880, while Cumberland County in New Jersey had the lowest at $51,530 a person.

Reich (2014) compiled a chart showing how much of the median income for 2012

would have to be spent for a wedding within any given state for the same period, and
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concluded that New Jersey was one of the states where the average amount spent on

weddings was more than 50% of the residents’ mean income.

State residents’ median income, 2012 M States in which the average amount spent cn weddings

: s is more than 50% of state residents’ median income
Average amount spent on weddings within state, 2012
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Figure 2. Wedding costs by state as compared to state residents’ median
household annual income (Reich, 2014).

New Jersey was ranked 16 out of 51 states for number of weddings, with 44,383
for 2014. For average wedding cost in 2014, it was ranked 2 out of 51 states, with
$38,775 being the average cost of a wedding for 2014. This was despite the fact that
New Jersey only ranked 11" in population out of 51 states. Total sales for the wedding
industry in New Jersey were $1,720,950,825, which ranked 9 out of 51 states. The

average number of guests was between 149 and 159, ranking New Jersey 8 out of 51
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states. The Wedding Report ranked New Jersey overall as being number 2 out of 51
states (The Wedding Report, Inc, 2016).

For attire and accessories that year, New Jersey brides spent an average of $280
on dress accessories, with total sales of $12,054,423; tuxedos or suits cost $123 to
purchase or $248 to rent, with totals of $5,295,336 and $10,676,774. Brides in New
Jersey spent an average of $1,487 on dresses, or a state wide industry total of
$64,017,595.

New Jersey brides spent an average of $78 apiece for hair service, $63 for make-
up service, and $52 for a manicure and pedicure. This added up to sales of $3,358,018,
$2,712,245 and $2,238,679 respectively.

For entertainment in 2014, New Jersey weddings averaged $915 for a DJ, $2,154
for a live band and $776 for musicians or soloists. The total spending for each category
was $39,392,132, $43,976,452 and $21,697,961 respectively.

New Jersey weddings featured many flowers and decorations. The average for
boutonnieres and corsages was $180, or an industry total of $7,749,272. The bridal
bouquet averaged $185 and bridesmaid bouquets averaged $221, for totals of $7,964,529
and $9,514,384. Event decorations averaged $563, with event flower arrangements $564
and event table centerpieces $407. The industry total for these was $24,238,000,
$24,281,052, and $17,521,965. Flowers for the flower girl averaged $109, with a total of
$4,692,615, and flower petals came in at an average of $119, and a total of $5,123,130.

Gifts were also a big part of New Jersey weddings in 2014. Gifts for attendants

averaged $129, gifts for parents $145, tips for all services were $466, and wedding favors



35

were $282. The industry totals for these were $5,553,645, $6,242,469, $20,062,004, and
$12,140,526 respectively.

Ceremony programs averaged $135 per wedding in New Jersey, with a total of
$5,811,954. Engagement announcements averaged $121, with a total of $3,705,537 in
business. A guest book cost averaged $69, with a total of $2,970,554 in sales.
Invitations and reply cards averaged $270 per wedding, with total sales of $11,623,908.
Postage accounted for $126 in the average New Jersey wedding, with a total of
$5,424,490. Reception menus were $137 per wedding, save the date cards were $130,
table name and place cards averaged $97, and thank you cards $104. These totaled
$4,621.158, $5,596,696, $4,132,945 and $4,477,357.

In New Jersey, the average cost of an engagement ring in 2014 was $4,199, and
the average cost of wedding bands was $1,506. For the industry, this added up to
$180,773,290 and $64,835,574.

Photography and video was also an expensive part of the New Jersey wedding of
2014. Digital and photo cds averaged $397, or a total of $15,681,845. An engagement
photo session was $513, or an industry total of $18,442,468. Prints or enlargements
accounted for $296 in the average wedding, or a total of $11,035,389. The traditional
leather bound album averaged $553, with a total of $15,953,469 in sales. The average
cost of a wedding photographer was $2,073, with a total of $89,245,780 spent that year
on photography. The wedding videographer averaged $1,333, with an industry total of
$40,822,152.

Many New Jersey weddings of 2014 included planners or consultants. A la carte

services averaged $1,070, the average cost of a day of wedding coordinator was $923,
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getting started on planning cost $979, and the full service was $3,298. A month of
direction cost $1,234. This translated into industry revenues of $4,274,083, $9,422,067,
$1,738,038, $35,130,032, and $3,833,804, respectively.

Finally, costs for New Jersey weddings regarding venue, catering, and rentals
were tabulated for 2014. The average cost of the ceremony officiator was $267, with a
total of $11,494,753. Event accessories averaged $416, event bar service $3,087, event
food service $6,176, event location $4,652, and event rentals $2,229. This totaled
$17,909,428, $132,900,011, $265,886, 126, $200,275,625, and $95,961,816,
respectively. The average cost of a hotel room after the reception was $397, with an
industry total of $17,091,449. A limo rental averaged $610, with a total of $18,410,068,
with other transportation costing $648, with a total of $15,818,101. The rehearsal dinner
cost averaged $735, with a total of $31,642,860, and the wedding cake cost averaged
$546, with an industry total of $23,506,124.

The event food service was far and away the most expensive element of a New
Jersey wedding in 2014, followed by the event location, the engagement ring, the event
bar service, event rentals, the photographer, and the wedding dress. While the traditional
elements are the most expensive, New Jersey weddings also feature other, more varied,
and non-traditional expenses. These costs translate into New Jersey weddings that are
both traditional and unique.

A comparison between the costs involved in a New Jersey wedding, which is
ranked 2 in the cost of weddings in this country, and the costs involved in a wedding in
Utah, which ranked least expensive, also shows the difference in costs between the two

cultures. Two zip codes in the two states were compared, one in 07078, Short Hills, New
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Jersey, and one in 84101, Salt Lake City, Utah (The Wedding Report - NJ, 2016; The
Wedding Report - UT, 2016). The attire and accessories cost in New Jersey was more
than three times the cost in Utah, and flowers were five times more expensive in New
Jersey. The average cost of wedding jewelry in New Jersey was four times greater than
that in Utah. A wedding planner cost eight times more in New Jersey than it did in Utah.
The biggest dollar gap came in the costs associated with the wedding venue, which was
$30,750 in New Jersey but only $5,666 in Utah.

A few of the reasons why weddings in Utah are less expensive than in New Jersey
include the fact that many wedding sealings in Utah take place at a Mormon temple or
meetinghouse as part of the customs associated with The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. There is no cost to use these facilities to members. In fact, “A bride
doesn’t even need a wedding dress to be married in the temple. Many LDS temples rent
out white dresses and temple clothing for a few dollars, and these are suitable for a
sealing. That means a girl can arrange a wedding for the cost of transportation to the
temple and $3.50 for clothes to wear” (Boyd , 2014). Additionally, Mormons do not
typically drink alcohol, a substantial line item cost for many weddings, which contributes
to a lower reception cost (Canham, 2015).

Finally, a “do-it-yourself” attitude has kept costs lower for Utah brides as many
swap services, not money, for wedding elements and haggle with vendors to get the best
deal possible. This may be because many brides are part of a big family with many
children eventually planning weddings, typically in their early to mid-twenties, younger

than coupples in other parts of the country, per Mormon norms. As a result, families
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keep in mind future costs that will be associated with other children, producing a “drive

to get the nicest wedding for the cheapest cost” (Canham, 2015).

Short Hills, NJ Zip Code 07078
Average Wedding Cost $69,354

Attire & Accessories $3439
Beauty & Spa -| $314
Entertainment $4221
Flowers & Decorations $3741
Gifts & Favors $1646

Invitations $1950

Jewelry $9094
Photography & Video $7598
Planner/Consultant $6602
Venue, Catering & Rentals $30750
T T T 1
$0 $10,000 $20,000 $30,000 $40,000

Figure 3. Average wedding costs in Short Hills, NJ (The Wedding Report - NJ,
2016)
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Salt Lake City, UT Zip Code 84101
Average Wedding Cost $13,365

Attire & Accessories $943

Beauty & Spa | $67

Entertainment $663

Flowers & Decorations $747

Gifts & Favors $379

Invitations $544
Jewelry $2203
Photography & Video $1362
Planner/Consultant $789
Venue, Catering & Rentals $5666
T T 1
$0 $2,000 $4,000 $6,000

Figure 4. Average wedding costs in Salt Lake City, UT (The Wedding Report -
UT, 2016)

Because of the large amount of money spent on New Jersey weddings, couples
have the ability to have any kind of wedding of their dreams. It can incorporate all
traditional elements, or branch out into an entirely new direction. With the average cost
so high, any and all personal touches can be incorporated.

NJ.com (Olivier, 2015) compiled a list of its favorite New Jersey weddings of
2015. Included in this list were an elegant wedding at the lavish English Manor in Ocean
Township and one at the Meadow Wood Manor in Randolph, representing the traditional

and elegant route historically taken by brides. However, the list also included weddings
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which were a far cry from the usual. One was a wedding in which “Lions, tigers, bears
and eternal love defined this wedding, held at the Six Flags Great Adventure safari.” It
also listed an Avengers themed wedding, held in Branch Brook Park, Newark, where the
bride and groom rented a theater for their guests to enjoy a private viewing of Avengers:
Age of Ultron while drinking cocktails and eating snacks. The reception was held at a
gourmet pizza restaurant and the groom wore an Iron Man t-Shirt under his dress shirt.

In another featured wedding, the Shannon Rose Irish Pub in Woodbridge was
transformed into Hogwarts for a Harry Potter themed event. The officiant came prepared
with an “Elder Wand” and an adapted script, and married the couple by declaring, “By
the power vested in me by the state of New Jersey and all the magic at Hogwarts School
of Magic, | now pronounce you husband and wife” (Griffith, 2015). Another couple was
married at WoodsEdge Farm, amid a herd of alpaca and llamas. A baseball loving couple
held their reception at FirstEnergy Park in Lakewood, the home of the minor league
baseball team the Lakewood BlueClaws. It included t-shirt cannons, a live band, cheese
steaks and cotton candy. An Elvis impersonator also entertained, and the groom did a
home run trot inside the stadium.

A vampire-themed wedding was also a NJ.com favorite, with the bride and groom
dressed as the undead. They consecrated the marriage by drinking wine with drops of
their own blood in it. The bride arrived in a hearse, and pallbearers slid her coffin out,
place it upright, and opened it, whereupon the groom awakened her with a “true love’s
kiss.” NJ.com noted, “The dinner was actually shaped into a zombie corpse. The head
and feet were meatloaf (with onions used for toenails), the stomach had meatballs and

kielbasa, and the legs were different pans of pasta” (Bodkin, 2015).
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Figure 5. A New Jersey bride arriving at her wedding in a hearse and coffin
(Bodkin, 2015).

Therefore, to the prospective brides planning their weddings on TheKnot.com,
having the ability to discuss all of the elements and touches that they want to incorporate
with other brides who are also planning their own weddings, enables them to truly

customize this event so that their wedding is truly unique.

H. Outline of Chapters in this Study
The following chapters present the history, contextualization, theory, methods,
discussion, and conclusions related to the research questions introduced. Chapter 2 will

begin with a look at the historical role of media culture in wedding planning, beginning in
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the 19" century, which looks at the roles weddings play in society, and media coverage of
weddings. Its evolution culminated as wedding planning as an industry where celebrities,
royals, and reality television all portray lavish weddings as an ideal for all women. The
role of social networks, such as Facebook Groups, will also be discussed. Attention will
also be given to the role that apps are playing in wedding culture and future possibilities
will also be noted.

This is followed in Chapter 3 by information related to the website TheKnot.com
including contextualization, corporate structure, ownership, advertising, a comparison to
other online sites, moderation, privacy, and terms of use policies. This particular site is
uniquely situated in popularity and accessibility for study of community building, uses
and gratifications, and the creation of ties and this is the reason why it was chosen for this
research. Then in Chapter 4, a literature review discussing the Internet and interactive
dimensions of media will be explored with an overview of online discussion
environments, general online communities, online gaming communities, and wedding
planning and computer networks. The dynamics of interaction in online communities
and the creation of ties will also be explored. Additionally, the theoretical perspectives
guiding this research, including the uses and gratifications theory, content gratifications
and process gratifications, content analysis, intercoder reliability, and interaction in
online groups through content analysis will be addressed.

The methodologies of this study, which include utilizing structured interviews in
Chapter 5 and a content analysis of postings on TheKnot.com in Chapter 6, comprise the
next topics to be explored. The methodology of the interviews, including participant

demographics, survey design, procedures, and interview questions and analysis are
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included. This is followed by an in-depth content analysis of initial posts and responses
which discussed the design, data set, and a look at the participants of the study. A
discussion on popular topics, non-traditional idea utilized by participants in their
weddings, community building, and relational culture is also contained. Finally, in
Chapter 7, the value of this study, limitations, future research possibilities, and

conclusions from the research questions will be provided.
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Chapter 2: The Historical Role of Media Culture in Wedding Planning

Brides and their families have always planned weddings. What has changed over
time is the ways ideas are shared. In the past, etiquette books, news clips on television,
and small photos in featured magazine articles may have exclusively served as media
guides for what is customary at a wedding. Today, reality television shows that showcase
aspects of the entire wedding planning process, books filled with glossy photos of the
best gowns, color-schemes, or wedding flowers line the booksellers’ shelves, and entire
magazines showcasing wedding vendors advertising their services abound, providing
many options for each fiancée to consider.

A new industry, wedding planning, arose to assist in the decision making process.
The wedding planning industry began in the United States around the late 1970s to the
early 1980s because the baby boom generation was in prime matrimonial years. WWomen
formed an increasingly large force in the labor market, which set the stage for
outsourcing of wedding planning (Blakely, 2008). As one does when hiring outside help
such as childcare, dog walker, personal chef, or personal assistant, one is reminded that
“wedding planners are a form of outsourced labor; the unpaid work of mothers and
daughters is transported from the home to the public marketplace” (Blakely, 2008, p.
640).

Wedding planners, even in today’s Internet culture, are flourishing. As Daniels
and Loveless (2007) note, “The abundance of information available on the Internet can
overwhelm a prospective bride and groom. While some suggest that the proliferation of
material available on Web sites negates the need for a wedding consultant, quite the

opposite is true” (p. 54). As a result, there has been an expansion of the role that
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wedding planners fill, whether they are professional planners or friends or acquaintances.
In 2008, there were an estimated 10,000 wedding planning businesses (Blakely, 2008).
Boden (2001) and Geller (2001) maintain that it is the media that has helped
create the identity of the contemporary bride as a consumer. This includes coverage by
the media of celebrity and reality weddings, by all forms of media. This section will
discuss the history of the media in wedding planning, celebrity and royal weddings,
weddings as viewed in reality television, on social networks, and through apps. This
history is significant because it shows a progression from earlier media such as
magazines and television shows that overlap with the Internet experience through bulletin
boards today. Wedding planning online owes its status to the shift that has incorporated

the old with the new.

A. History of Role of Media in Wedding Planning

The “wedding industry” began in Britain and the United States around the
nineteenth century with etiquette books detailing how things should be done (Monger,
2013). The assumption embedded in media messages is that marriage is a life goal for
women (Daniels & Loveless, 2007).

In the mid- to late nineteenth century, society’s elite hired a master of ceremonies,
who performed day of the wedding coordination services (Blakely, 2008). To assist
brides on purchasing the correct wedding attire as early as the 1880s, Godey’s Lady’s
Book, one of the most popular and widely circulated magazines, which was targeted for

women, promoted wedding wear (Godey’s Bridal Fashion, 2014).
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Figure 6. A bridal advertisement from the 1880s in Godey’s Lady’s Book
(Godey’s Bridal Fashion, 2014).

This tradition stemmed from the mid-to-late-eighteenth century, where masters of
ceremonies were hired for coordination of the day of the wedding. In the 1920s, some
stores selling wedding wear hired bridal secretaries for assistance (Blakely, 2008). These
women gave advice about etiquette, protocol, and available merchandise (Otnes & Pleck,
2003). In 1951, the first association of bridal consultants formed, which was called The
National Bridal Service and it operated in 41 states to train bridal secretaries who earned
commissions from vendors hired by the clients. This was originally for the wealthiest,
but expanded into the middle class as more and more people became able to utilize and
pay for their services (Blakely, 2008).

Wedding planning as an industry began in the United States in the late 1970s and

early 1980s. This was due to the fact that the baby boom generation was in its prime



47

matrimonial years (Blakely, 2008). It was also due to the fact that women were
participating more in the labor force, were spending less time in the home, and were
investing more time and energy on their career and education (Otnes & Pleck, 2003).
Most recently, bridal magazines, reality television, and the portrayal of lavish weddings
in media give the message that weddings are the goal of romantic relationships, and the
key goal for all women (Engstrom, 2008).

Contributing to the rise of the industry is the wide visibility of opulent weddings

of celebrities and royals in the media, which will now be explored.

B. Celebrities and Royals
Media forms a vital role in our culture. As Widestedt (2009) expresses it,
“Society, whether we prefer to call it global, local or national, is imbued with mass media
— the culture of the twenty-first century is a media culture. People can express and
receive their experiences through digital media, fulfill their needs for information as well
as friendship through interactive media, and eagerly explore new ways of being
constantly connected to the media flow. Media as a means of communication are
undisputedly and uncontestedly central in contemporary culture” (p. 1). Celebrity
weddings and the choices made by celebrities have captured the interest of the public
(Daniels & Loveless, 2007).
One possible reason that weddings have risen to this level of concentrated
intensity is due to the media attention that is given to the weddings of celebrities, royals,
and other individuals in the public eye. Women who are to be married are especially

enthralled by images of these lavish affairs and they believe that they can have an event
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for their own nuptials that parallels that of the wealthy and the famous. Wedding
publications today look to those celebrities in a position of showcasing purchasing power
for inspiration and ideas, and feature reproduced colorful images of lavish parties for the
engaged planner to emulate. The coverage of celebrity weddings by the media is not a
new phenomenon as the celebrations of the privileged have been showcased in magazines
and books to those women who are now planning their own elaborate wedding affairs
(Mead, 2007).

Two weddings of the 1950s are the epitome of the “fairy tale fantasy” for the
union of man and woman: Jacqueline Bouvier’s vows to John F. Kennedy on September
12, 1953 and the wedding of Grace Kelly to Prince Rainier 111 of Monaco on April 19,
1956. The Kennedy wedding was described in written media as follows: “The wedding
was celebrated at St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Cathedral in Newport, Rhode Island, on a
crisp, sunny day. A breeze whipped up whitecaps in the bay as waves of publicity
powered by the groom’s father, Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy, drove crowds to the
streets. It was he who had picked out Jacqueline Bouvier as the right wife for a future
president of the United States, and he is said to have run the whole event like a
Hollywood production” (Cavendish, 2003, p. 54). The press described minute details of
the party and the fashions worn so that many could live vicariously through the

descriptions published (NY Times, 1956).



49

Figure 7. Jacqueline Bouvier and John F. Kennedy wedding photo. Photo: The
New York Times, September 13, 1953.
Grace Kelly was an American movie actress when she met her future husband

Prince Rainier of Monaco at the Cannes Film Festival in 1955. The two married a year
later in what the written media termed “The Wedding of the Century” (NY Times, 1956).
Sketches of the wedding dress and that of the outfit worn to the civil ceremony held a day
later received widespread interest in the press. Regarding the civil ceremony, the New
York Times wrote, “today’s ceremony was an intimate one, relatively speaking. About a
hundred persons were present in the room. However, television cameras carried the
ceremony to millions of persons throughout Western Europe. In the television audience
were 1,500 reporters who were not allowed in the throne room itself” (NY Times, 1956).
These descriptions put the media at the forefront of describing the events of the day and

had an impact on how these weddings were shared with society.
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Figure 8. Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier 111 of Monaco wedding photo. Photo:
Getty Images.

The media also reported in great detail the wedding of Princess Diana to Prince
Charles on July 28, 1981. This wedding also sparked great interest by the public and
began the romantic, fairy tale dress designs of the 1980s that were highly publicized in
photographs in magazines and books. More recently, the royal wedding of Prince
William to Catherine Middleton was a popular media topic. Primetime television
coverage included a special edition of the ABC’s program 20/20 titled William &
Catherine: A Modern Fairytale, anchored by Barbara Walters. The hour-long show
included photographs, home videos, and speculation about the ceremony which took

place on April 29, 2011. Magazines ran articles and created special editions of their
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publications about what facts were known and were presumed for the nuptials. On the
day of the event, many television stations aired live coverage from London beginning at
4:00 AM EDT and many Internet sites streamed live video coverage all day so those in
the United States could feel as if they were there witnessing the event firsthand. It was
clear the media had a large role in how this grand ceremony was shared with the entire

world.

Figure 9. Prince William, Duke of Cambridge and Catherine Middleton wedding
photo. Photo: PA Images.
C. Wedding Reality Television
Celebrity couples are not the only individuals whose marriages have been
featured in the media. Television has also contributed to the view that society has of

marriages, for better or worse. These focus on the experiences of ordinary people in
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unscripted environments. One of the first of these programs was The Learning Channel’s
A Wedding Story, which offered an overview of an American wedding (Engstrom, 2008)
and featured the courtship stories of people from all different backgrounds, religions, and
financial positions across the country. A Wedding Story premiered on The Learning
Channel in 1996, making it an early example of this genre. It was inspired by the
tremendous popularity of televised weddings, especially that of Prince Andrew and Sarah
Ferguson in 1986. By 1999, with 200 episodes, it became one of the most popular
programs on the channel. (Galician & Merskin, 2007).

In 2015, there were 32 wedding-related television programs on air, including Say
Yes to the Dress (premiered 2007), A Wedding Story (premiered 1996), Bridezillas
(premiered 2004) and Four Weddings (premiered 2009) (Hefner, 2015). Traditionally, it
has been believed that such wedding programs engage the viewers to become enraptured
in the process (Giorgio, 2011). Another noted that it “mobilizes fantasies, dreams and
images of the traditional white wedding” and offers “soothing stories about
heterosexuality, love, and marriage, and fantasies about spectacle and celebrity” (Sgroi,
2006). These studies emphasize the fantasy aspect of viewership. A study by Hefner
(2015) concluded that watching wedding-related reality television may be beneficial,
since “Television content featuring lavish dates and ultimate commitments of marriage
may serve to increase the endorsement of these beliefs, thereby potentially paving the
way to the formation and maintenance of healthier relationships” (p. 14). It offers hope
to unmarried couples who want a fairy tale wedding in the future, and provides comfort
to those who are single and who yearn for their own happy endings.

1. Wedding Reality TV Overview
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Cultural training has reinforced to women that a wedding is one of the most
important events in her life, perhaps second only to the birth of her children, even though
a typical wedding ceremony only lasts an hour. Movies, television shows and Internet
videos have all encouraged the idea that they must create a fantasy perfect day, a day they
have been trained to expect since they were young, and products and industry have
proliferated to go along with this view. However, studies have shown that often women
who buy into this fantasy actually end up with less successful marriages. (Ames &
Burcon, 2016). This televised representation of weddings is a well-known and ever
increasing genre.

Reality television is a part fictional and part nonfictional representation of life and
events (Queen, 2013). Participants on reality TV are orientating to a ‘double frame.” The
first is the immediate and local audience of the other show participants, and the second is
the ‘mediated context of a reality TV show,” which provides a national viewing audience
(Thornborrow & Morris, 2004). Known participants are “addressees,” and those who are
known but not directly addressed are the “auditors,” while those who are not directly
addressed, such as the audience at home, are the “overhearers” (Eberhardt & Downs,
2015). Addressees and auditors are the main focus, but there is always an awareness of
the overhearers as well. In addition to the audience, there are always camera crews and
microphones, which serve as constant reminders that the participants are being observed.
As a result, reality television has proved to be a good fit for wedding related television.

The uses and gratifications theory was used by Hefner to focus on why
individuals sought out this particular type of media content. As was discussed earlier,

people make different choices about what media to view based on their own personal
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characteristics, thereby exercising control over it (Katz, Blumer, & Gurevitch, 1973-
1974). This focuses on what the individuals do with the media (Klapper, 1963). Some of
the reasons have been identified as habit, arousal, escapism, learning, interpersonal
activity, social utility, relaxation, entertainment, reality exploration of personal identity
and a way to pass time (Bryant & Thompson, 2002; Rubin, 2002). Therefore, the uses
and gratifications theory explains how the choices individuals make in media
consumption have “more of an influence on those effects than does the actual content
itself” (Hefner, 2015, p. 3).

The decade of the 2000s expanded reality TV weddings to showcase real life
couples to be married. They included The Real Wedding Crashers, a spin-off of the
popular movie, followed the antics of improvisational comedian actors who attended
weddings they were not invited to with the goal of creating uncomfortable and funny
situations for wedding guests. Whose Wedding is it Anyway? followed the event planning
process from the point of view of a hired wedding planner; Rock the Reception
showcased the pre-wedding planning when a couple hired the popular husband and wife
choreographic team of Tabitha and Napoleon D’Umo from the television show So You
Think You Can Dance to teach them a fabulous first dance to perform at their reception;
and Married Away focused on destination weddings and all the additional details that
must be addressed for such an event. (Ingraham, 1999)

Buff Brides aired on the Discovery Health Channel in 2003 and followed a group
of brides as they attempted to trim down for their upcoming weddings. ‘Til Death Do Us
Part ended in a “wedding between a tattooed rocker and a former Playboy Playmate and

a Baywatch beauty” (Huff, 2006, p. 61). Reality pioneer show Survivor also resulted in a
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reality wedding. Bob Mariano and Amber Brkich met on Survivor, where they fell in
love and got a television special about their wedding, then subsequently appeared on The
Amazing Race. The two built a career around their television appearances.

In 2005, ABC Family Channel aired a reality show in Las Vegas set around the
Las Vegas Garden of Love, one of Vegas’ wedding chapels, and the family that ran the
chapel (Huff, 2006). Other reality TV weddings include shows such as Joe Millionaire,
Temptation Island: The Wedding, and Who Wants to Marry My Dad?, a show in which
female contestants proposed to the father of a family while wearing a white gown
(Ingraham, 1999). Additionally, the Lifetime television channel regularly features
celebrity weddings and other wedding related shows. Their Weddings of a Lifetime
offered fairy tale weddings with a commercial link One such example was Walt Disney
World’s Fairy Tale Weddings, a cross promotional effort with Disney so that the
traditional ideas of marriage were linked with Disney properties, maximizing their selling
potential (Levine, 2005).

Those that do make it to the altar are celebrated. Where once televised weddings
were reserved for royalty and celebrities such as Prince William and Katherine Middleton
or Princess Diana and Prince Charles, as discussed earlier in this chapter, televised
weddings are becoming more and more frequent, and are not reserved solely for royalty.
The reality shows The Bachelor and The Bachelorette allow a prospective bachelor or
bachelorette to select a prospective mate from a pool of contestants, eliminating one each
week until only one remains, who may then receive a marriage proposal. The goal is for
the couple to have their courtship during the course of the show, with the last episode

culminating in the proposal. It has been noted that this is similar to the Indian concept of
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an arranged marriage. Davé (2010) notes that this alternative representation of arranged
marriage blends Indian American and American cultural values toward marriage and
arranged marriages. Family and their expectations play a large role in arranged marriages
and similarly, participants on The Bachelor and The Bachelorette have an opportunity for
the family to meet the prospective life partner and give their opinions.

There have been four televised wedding from The Bachelor or The Bachelorette
couples. Sean Lowe married Catherine Guidici on live television, Trista and Ryan Sutter
had a live wedding in 2003, and two other couples, Jason and Molly Mesnick and Ashley
and J.P Rosenbaum also had their nuptials televised live. Most recently, an episode of
The Bachelor at 20: A Celebration of Love culminated with the filmed wedding of Jade
and Tanner Tolbert, a fifth couple from The Bachelor franchise, on February 14, 2016.
(American Broadcasting Company, 2016).

The idea of finding a perfect match can also be seen in The Millionaire
Matchmaker. In this program, individuals were paired together by a professional
matchmaker with the hopes that two strangers will find true love because they have
already been deemed compatible by an outside observer. The end results of these shows
have not led as many couples to a lifetime of happiness as promoted, however. Similarly,
and perhaps one of the strangest shows, was Married at First Sight, where two of six
contestants agreed to marry strangers on the FY'| network. This social experiment used
four experts, a sexologist, spiritualist, psychologist and sociologist to create three couples

based on scientific matchmaking (FYI Network, 2016).



TyPE TrrLe NETWORK
Series A Wedding Story TLC
Episode Bridal Battles & a Missing Marine Style Network
Series Bride vs. Bride WE/wegobridal.com
Series Bridezilla WE/wegobridal.com
Series For Better or For Worse TLC
Series Instant Weddings Lifetime
Episode My Fair Brady: The Wedding Special ~ VH1
Series Platinum Weddings WE: wegobridal.com
Episode Rob and Amber Get Married CBS
Series The “I1 Do” Diaries Lifetime
Series The Real Wedding Crashers NBC
Online TV~ the Wedding Television Network http:/ fwww.tvwed.com
Episode Trista Rehn and Ryan Sutter’s ABC
“Bachelorette” Wedding Special
Series Ultimate Weddings Comcast
Online TV~ WeddingTV.com Sky channels
Table 4.3 Reality  Series Wild Weddings TLC
TV Wedding Shows,  garieg Whose Wedding is it Anyway? Style Network

2000-2007

Figure 10. Wedding reality television shows, 2000-2007 (Ingraham, 1999, p.

204).

Wedding reality shows are not just an American interest. In the Turkish
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television show, The Perfect Bride, the mother of the groom was the one who selects the

bride for her son. She was the one doing the proposing, and the show depicted the

interaction among mothers, sons, and potential brides (Ardizzoni, 2009). In the Italian

show LaSposa Perfetta, there was an emphasis on the physical qualities of the bride.

This show allowed the viewers and the mother of the groom to rate prospective brides on

their physical traits (Ardizzoni, 2009).

Some of the shows also play into American stereotypes, such as My Big Redneck

Wedding, which casts the participants in a negative light. This show explored ethnic

identity and class difference. Couples on this show were depicted as lacking taste, acting

foolishly, and coming from dysfunctional families. For example, one couple, Anna and
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Bo, made benches for the guests to sit on during the ceremony from boards stacked
across tires. Anna tossed her bridal bouquet over a mud pit, and the bridesmaids had a
mud fight while attempting to catch it. Amyie, another bride, bought her wedding dress
from a consignment shop then used a bedazzler to write her groom’s name across her
gown. A different couple, Rawni and Rob, jumped into a mud pit after their ceremony.
(Click, 2010).

The sheer number of wedding reality television shows outlined here speaks to the
popularity and influence they have had on modern brides-to-be. They are pervasive,
bombarding brides with opulent events, which entice the bride’s fantasies and ultimately

increases the consumerism involved in planning weddings.

2. Wedding Reality TV and Consumerism

Televised wedding reality TV shows also include emotional conflict and short-
term disregard for economic consequences. Notably, “Beyond the emotional drawbacks,
the consumption patterns associated with many weddings are accompanied by wanton
spending, self-centeredness, excess, and waste, and therefore are subject to critique”
(Daniels & Loveless, 2007, p. 74). Daniels and Loveless continue, “The urge to splurge
is driven by the quest for the perfect wedding. This perfectionism has ballooned into a
wedding obsession craze that has become the latest cultural contagion” (p. 77). Many
reality television shows glorify impulse buying, the desire to fulfill a fantasy, a need for
social gratification, as well as disappointment, regret, and anger (Daniels & Loveless,
2007). One such example was Bridezillas, a show where the stress of planning a

wedding drove the brides-to-be to complain, scream, and cry when their ostentatious



59

planning did not go smoothly. In addition, “From an early age, many women fantasize
about their dream wedding, with ubiquitous fairy tales such as Cinderella, Snow White,
and Beauty and the Beast feeding young imaginations that translate into adult purchase
decisions” (Daniels and Loveless, 2007, p. 77). As was evident with the many brides on
Bridezillas, “The lavish wedding allows for a temporary escape from a world of
imperfection... The pursuit of perfection is fueled by the commercialization of the white
wedding which started in the mid-1800s” (Daniels & Loveless, 2007, p. 77).

Poor body image and low self-esteem are also showcased in reality television
shows for “The desire to look perfect, be perfect, please everyone, and have celebrity-like
events leads brides to take extreme measures such as undergoing liposuction or having
their jaws wired shut to ensure that they will reach their desired dress size” (Daniels &
Loveless, 2007, p. 77). In fact, these extreme acts are actually realized on the reality
television show, Bridalplasty. According to the E! Network, which produced the show,
“Bridalplasty brings together engaged women who are seeking complete image
transformations before their big day — they want the dream wedding AND the dream
body to go along with it” (Hutchinson, 2010). Each week, contestants competed in
challenges and winners were rewarded with a surgery from their “wish list” such as
rhinoplasty, liposuction, breast augmentation, or botox.

There is the belief that if a couple spends a great deal of money on their wedding,
it shows that they are more committed and less likely to obtain a divorce (Otnes & Pleck,
2003). The money is typically spent on socially desirable and culturally important items
and customs, but where did the list of “must haves” come from? There are many reality

television shows that document many of the potential excessive elements of expensive
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weddings. Brides-to-be may see these programs and feel the desire to include these
elements in their events because others have. These shows included: Say Yes to the
Dress, which followed the employees of posh Kleinfeld Bridal, a wedding dress store in
Manhattan which carries designer name brand wedding couture; Amazing Wedding Cakes
which showcased extravagant wedding desserts; and Platinum Weddings, which
advertised the lavish and extremely expensive weddings as excessive and included the
budget for such an over-the-top event.

Sensibly, there are reality television shows that put the monetary element of
weddings in perspective. Rich Bride, Poor Bride followed a couple and using their
budget as a guide, tallies up their wedding expenses after their event, a price tag which
may be vastly different than the original number budgeted. In the show For Better or for
Worse?, couples gave up all decisions about their event to the control of their family,
friends, and a wedding planner they know nothing about. Their wedding was planned in
a week on a $5,000 budget. Shows such as this demonstrate how many expectations are
met while traditions are excluded or included within reason, and without great expense.

A study of the show Real Weddings from The Knot by Engstrom (2008)
quantitatively analyzed 20 episodes and concluded that the two real stars of the programs
were the bride and the wedding itself. There were recurrent patterns regarding the
reinforcement of feminity in the bride’s roles and responsibilities. She was either viewed
as a physical object, as exemplified by her gown and physical preparation, or she was the
overseer of the whole process of wedding planning so as to create a special day that
matched her ideal of perfection. Regarding the wedding itself, Engstrom concluded that

major and minor problems of wedding planning are always resolved and a perfect
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wedding is achieved. She also concluded that the wedding as a social event and excuse
of consumerism was more important that the relationship of the couple (Engstrom, 2008).

Wedding reality television programming embedded corresponding advertising
into wedding programming. Programs such as the above “support a wedding-industrial
complex that needs the romance and fantasy in order to keep weddings and marriage
desirable and profitable” (Ingraham, 1999, p. 173). This link between wedding
programming and suppliers of wedding related goods and services has created a situation
in which they are intertwined, each receiving economic benefit while encouraging

viewers to spend more and more so that they too can have their fantasies made real.

D. Social Networks: Facebook Groups

The ideas that the bride has envisioned through her consumption of media now
need to be translated to her special day. This process also has evolved historically. What
was once a task for a circle of friends or a hired wedding planner has now expanded to
encompass social networks in the wedding planning process. Social networking sites are
continually changing. Listserv, Usenet and AOL were once the predominant sites for
users looking to communicate with other users. These progressed into the bulletin board,
the category of networking employed by TheKnot.com. Initially, online communities
were supported by lists and asynchronous and synchronous message boards. Bulletin
boards are now often eclipsed by blogs, wikis, and social network sites, commonly
referred to as Web 2.0 social media applications. The unique aspect of social media sites
is that they let users display their social networks through a list of friends who are also

users of the system, resulting in connections that would not otherwise have been made
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(Bender, Jimenez-Marroquin, & Jadad, 2011). Because of this evolutionary process, it
can be envisioned that the bulletin board will be surpassed by another form of media
communication. This transition is already occurring. The question remains whether the
bulletin board will be able to maintain a communication presence online in view of the
new technologies.

These new social network sites are “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” (Boyd & Ellison, 2007, p. 211).

Currently, the predominant social network is Facebook. As of the fourth quarter
of 2015, Facebook had 1.59 billion monthly active users, making it the most popular

social network worldwide (Statista, 2016).
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Figure 11. Facebook users in millions by year and quarter (Statista, 2016).
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It was found by Boyd and Ellison (2007) that Facebook is used primarily to
maintain or reinforce existing relationships rather than to meet new people. As with
bulletin boards, Facebook relies on weak ties considered particularly effective to the
diffusion of information (Granovetter, 1973; Lewis, Gonzalez, & Kaufman, 2012).
Connections on Facebook can be changed by forming a tie, dissolving a tie, or doing
nothing. If given the opportunity to make a change, short-term goals will be pursued
(Lewis, Gonzalez, & Kaufman, 2012).

Initially, Facebook merely enabled users to create individual profiles. This
evolved in 2006 to a platform where news “feeds” were created, incorporating all recent
posts from “friends.” Now, a user can maintain an individual profile, upload
photographs, and also leave messages for friends who are offline (Pi, Chou, & Liao,
2013). In addition to individual pages, there is a feature in Facebook called Facebook
Groups. This enables users to share common interests. According to Facebook,
“Facebook Groups make it easy to connect with specific sets of people, like family,
teammates or coworkers. Groups are dedicated spaces where you can share updates,
photos or documents and message other group members” (Facebook - iPad App Help,
2016). There are also different privacy settings that can be created. A group can have
all information public and generally available to everyone on Facebook. The group can
be private or closed, and then posts are visible only to group members. Membership can
be controlled by requiring them to be approved or added by administrators. In a public or
closed group, the invitation and joining of a new member is shown in the News Feed and
search. Groups can also be secret, and then they do not appear in search results. They

can only be seen by members to the group. (Facebook - Groups, 2016). Facebook users
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can also create “Pages,” which are similar to Groups, but without the ability for privacy.
Page information and posts are public and are generally available to anyone on Facebook
who wants to join the group. Anyone can connect with a Page and get news updates.

Diverse entities have created groups to spread information and recruit members.
Once a person is a member of such a group, he or she can receive messages and
information not available elsewhere, and be more motivated to engage in the ideology of
the group. These online groups strengthen social contacts, community engagement and
attachment. Park, Kee and Valenzuela (2009) explored the needs met by individual
participants by applying the uses and gratifications theory; four needs for using Facebook
groups were ascertained. These were socializing, entertainment, self-status seeking, and
information. Those who participated to satisfy socializing needs used Facebook Groups
to meet and talk with others and gain peer support and a sense of community. Those who
obtained entertainment gratification obtained amusement and leisure needs. Those who
had information needs used the Groups to learn about events and specific products and
services. Finally those who were looking for personal status did so to “make themselves
look cool” and to develop their career (p. 731).

In another study, it was determined that Group members were willing to share
knowledge if it was perceived that they would help others (Pi, Chou, & Liao, 2013).
Factors which affected this were reputation, expected relationship, sense of self-worth,
and subjective norm.

Just as with bulletin boards, Facebook Groups have also sprung up dealing with
support for specific issues faced by the members. Fifteen public Facebook Groups that

focused on diabetes management were studied by Greene, Choudhry, Kilabuk and Shrank
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(2011). Approximately two thirds of the posts included sharing of diabetes management
information, and 29% of the posts featured an effort by the poster to provide emotional
support. There was also promotional activity, however, with no accountability or checks
for authentication. Comment analysis was the tool used for analyzing the posts.
Advertising was prominent, utilizing Facebook as a marketing space. It was noted that
diabetics, due to the nature of the disease, might not be representative of other chronic
ilinesses and “street-level” management of diabetes. It was noted that “We find the
promise of a community to support and educate others with similar conditions as well as
the perils of an unregulated environment supporting substantial promotional and data-
gathering activities” (p. 291).

Another study found 620 breast cancer support groups on Facebook, containing
1,090,397 members (Bender, Jimenez-Marroquin, & Jadad, 2011). These groups were
created for fundraising (44%), awareness (38.1%), product or service promotion (9%) or
patient/caregiver support (7%). Most of these groups (85%) had 25 wall posts or fewer.
The low percentage of Groups established for support was found to be correlated to the
format of Facebook. In bulletin boards, there is relative anonymity and privacy, allowing
participants to communicate about personal and socially stigmatizing topics. On the
other hand, in Facebook, the visibility of user profiles and group membership make the
communication less anonymous. While the Facebook Groups would increase the ability
to raise funds and awareness, they made them less suitable for potentially embarrassing
and personal topics.

This is consistent with the research of Abramson, Keefe and Chou (2015), who

found by examining communication on a Facebook Page for breast cancer awareness that



66

health related dialogues occurred, with themes of self-expression, promotion of health
awareness, support for breast cancer research, and unpredictable evolution of
communication.

Facebook Groups as learning management systems were discussed by Meishar-
Tal, Kurtz, and Pieterse (2012). Facebook was used as a course website, delivering
content and maintaining interactions among students. The students in this study
expressed satisfaction with this method of learning.

The monetization of Facebook can also be problematic for users, something not as
overtly encouraged on a bulletin board. Note that there is a strict prohibition on
TheKnot.com of users who are also vendors and any of these who attempt to join a forum
are immediately banned. In Facebook, such prohibitions are not present, and, in fact, are
encouraged by Facebook as it is a source of site revenue. This was explored by Dallaway
(2010) where it was noted, “the way that Facebook monetizes data became glaringly
apparent to me when wedding dress and wedding venue advertisements appeared on my
profile within days of my engagement” (p. 5) It is unclear whether this algorithm for
advertisers would apply to private group pages as well.

It was suggested by Pi, Chou and Liao (2013) that a social networking culture
could be strengthened if the group administration would express rules for rewards and
punishments clearly, and organize activities to promote member interactions and
communications. Administrators could also give positive feedback to those who
contribute knowledge to others, thus enhancing self-worth and reputation.

Study of Facebook Groups is made very difficult because it is impossible to

collect demographic information of users due to privacy settings. Users are required by
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Facebook to identify themselves. Its terms of service specify that a user may not
“impersonate any person or entity, or falsely state or otherwise misrepresent yourself,
your age, or your affiliation with any person or entity” (Facebook - Terms of Service,
2015). Any study of Facebook would, due to privacy restrictions, be limited because of
“the absence of observation itself, private data and missing data” which “can easily be
confounded” (Lewis, Kaufman, & Christakis, 2008, p. 95). Settings of Facebook Groups
that are limited or private also cannot be accessed by those who desire to conduct studies
of group members. It is impossible to even search for the names of groups that exist,
since those which are private are not indexed.

Nevertheless, as expressed by Lewis et al. (2008), “As the Internet in general and
contemporary SNSs [social networking services] in particular play ever-greater roles in
everyday life, virtual and ‘actual” communications, relationships, and identities become
virtually indistinguishable—creating, in the process, a wealth of new opportunities for

social scientific inquiry” (p. 341).

E. Apps and the Future
With the evolution of new media, the communication method of choice is
continually being redefined. With the advent of Facebook, the question becomes what is
the role that an online bulletin board will play in the future. In fact, it is unclear whether
Facebook itself will still be around five or ten years from now. At a certain point, it is
probable that Facebook will begin losing members and that they will gravitate to
something else. The Internet is an open territory and there is always room for someone to

create a new model. It is impossible to predict what this is going to be.
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TheKnot.com, as was discussed in the chapter on New Jersey Weddings, hinted at
one possibility in its report of the top 2014 wedding trends. It noted that one of the
breakout events of the year was that couples were using their smartphones to plan their
weddings. In 2014, according to The Knot, the use of smartphones to access wedding
planning sites nearly doubled from 2011. In 2011, 33% of couples accessed
TheKnot.com from smartphones, while 61% did so in 2014. It further found that 5 out of
10 brides actively planned their weddings on mobile devices. 61% researched gowns, up
from 27% in 2011, and 57% researched wedding vendors, up from 22% in 2011. (XO
Group, Inc., 2015).

If this becomes the wave of the future, this will completely change the way in
which brides-to-be will communicate. It will change from an environment where there
can be dialogue with others in like situations to a technology governed atmosphere where
there will be an app for everything, but a limited opportunity for discourse with others.

A list of 16 apps and gadgets for wedding planning was compiled by Bagish
(2014b), and none of these apps provided and opportunity for communication with
others. They ranged from Fitocracy, which tracks physical activities leading to the
wedding; Evernote, which lists notes for different items of planning; WeddingWire, an
online resource for all things wedding related; Mint, which manages all aspects of a
budget; Appy Couple, which sets up a personalized digital webspace; Zola Registry,
which creates an online registry; Spotify, which creates a wedding playlist; and
Instaprint, for printing guest photos on the spot. Note that none of these encourage
communication other than the limited ability to share notes for planning such as Evernote

provides.
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Bagish (2014a) also compiled online wedding planning tools. These included
Little Borrowed Dress, where brides and bridesmaids can exchange wedding wear;
Guesterly, where a wedding couple can produce a wedding yearbook of their guests;
Lover.ly, a site inspired by Pinterest.com where the engaged can save their favorite
wedding ideas to “bundles;” and Wedding Spot, which helps brides find the right venue.

If they become the wave of the future, these sites and apps will take away the
communication aspect of planning a wedding and getting ideas in a threaded or wall-like
setting, and move into an area where the ideas are pre-generated by Internet sources. It is
in some way returning to the past, where wedding planning was limited by one’s own
ingenuity, but building upon that concept to add commercialization as the primary focus,
rather than communication. Ironically, with all the resources in the world available to a
future bride, she may be limited by her ability to use technology, for if one is not fluent in

this brave new environment, all of its advantages will be negated.
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Chapter 3: TheKnot.com

A. Contextualization of TheKnot.com

As previously discussed in Chapter 1.F, TheKnot.com forums were chosen to
exemplify the ways by which a community is built through online postings and discusses
the characteristics of this community. The organization of this particular website makes
this possible and following is an overview of its structure.

On TheKnot.com community forums, any registered user to this wedding
planning mega-site has the ability to create threads and reply to posts created by other
users on any sub-board. Individuals who wish only to read the posts and not provide
personal commentary are not prohibited from viewing all posts. TheKnot.com’s bulletin
board material also appears as results in Web search engines.

To become a member, TheKnot.com requests demographic information and
personal details such as first and last name of the bride- and groom-to-be, email address
of the person creating an account, wedding date, wedding location, current address, and
stage of wedding planning (no engagement ring yet, ring on my/her finger — just started
planning, midway through my planning, within weeks of my wedding, or married). The
individual then creates a unique username and password. The username will be included
on every post and reply in which the member participates.

Once registered, a member has the ability to post on any of The Knot’s
Community boards. “Like distinct neighborhoods within a big city, thematic subdivisions
in a large Web community will bring together people who have something in common,

and give them a smaller and more focused group to identify with” (Kim, 2000, p. 310).
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Though TheKnot.com is a huge wedding-planning resource, it has been subdivided into
smaller communities around specific topics.

TheKnot.com has many sub-boards, arranged into categories by either Topic,
Wedding Month, City, Culture and Theme, or Life Boards because “if your goal is to
build a large-scale, thriving, sustainable community organization, you’ll need to find
some way to sustain a sense of intimacy and familiarity within the larger setting. The
first and most basic way to address this issue is to create meaningful subdivisions, as all
large-scale communities do” (Kim, 2000, p. 310).

There are 38 Topic boards, which include Knottie Tech Help, Attire and
Accessories, Budget and DI'Y Weddings, Ceremony and Vow Ideas, Chit Chat, Customs
and Traditions, Etiquette, Favors, Flowers, Food and Cakes, 40-Plus Brides, Gay
Weddings, Getting in Shape, Giveaways, Honeymoon, Invites and Paper, Just Engaged
and Proposals, Luxury Weddings, Military Brides, Moms and Maids, Music, Not
Engaged Yet, Offbeat Weddings, Outdoor Weddings, Photos and Video, Plus-Sized, Pre-
Wedding Parties, Reception Ideas, Registering and Gifts, Second Weddings, Snarky
Brides, Students, Wedding 911, Wedding Hair and Beauty, Wedding Classifieds,
Wedding Party, Wedding Recap and Withdrawal, and Wedding Woes.

Additionally, every month from January 2012 to December 2017 has an
individual board for a total of 72.

There are 108 city boards. Many of the City boards cover an entire state and there
can also be multiple boards for a major geographic region. The City boards include
Alabama, Alaska, Arizona-Phoenix, Arizona-Tucson, Arkansas, California-Bay Area,

California-Central, California-Inland Empire, California-Los Angeles, California-Napa,
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California-Northern, California-Orange County, California-San Diego, California-Tahoe,
Colorado, Colorado-Denver, Connecticut, DC, Delaware, Florida-Central Florida,
Florida-North Florida, Florida-South Florida, Florida-West Coast, Georgia-Atlanta,
Georgia-Savannah, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Illinois-Chicago, Illinois-Southern Illinois,
Indiana, Indiana-Indianapolis, lowa-Des Moines, lowa-Quad Cities, Kansas, Kentucky,
Kentucky-Louisville, Louisiana-Baton Rouge, Louisiana-New Orleans, Maine,
Maryland, Maryland-Baltimore, Massachusetts-Boston, Massachusetts-Cape Cod,
Massachusetts-Western Mass, Michigan-Detroit, Michigan-Grand Rapids, Michigan-
Lansing, Michigan-Northern, Minnesota, Minnesota-Minneapolis and St. Paul,
Mississippi, Missouri, Missouri-Kansas City, Missouri-St Louis, Montana, Nebraska,
Nebraska-Omaha, Nevada-Las Vegas, New Hampshire, New Jersey, South New Jersey,
New Mexico, Central New York, New York-Hudson Valley, New York-Long Island,
New York-New York City, New York-Upstate, New York-Western, North Carolina,
North Carolina-Outer Banks, North Carolina-Raleigh-Durham, North Dakota, Ohio-
Cincinnati, Ohio-Cleveland, Ohio-Columbus, Ohio-Northeast, Ohio-Toledo, Oklahoma,
Oregon, Pennsylvania-Central, Pennsylvania-Northeastern, Pennsylvania-Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania-Pittsburgh, Rhode Island, South Carolina, South Carolina-Charleston,
South Dakota-Sioux Falls, South New Jersey, Tennessee, Texas, Texas-Austin, Texas-
Dallas and Ft. Worth, Texas-Houston, Texas-San Antonio, Utah, Vermont, Virginia,
Virginia-Richmond, Washington, Washington-Seattle, West Virginia, Wisconsin,
Wyoming, Canada, Canada-Alberta, Canada-Toronto, and Canada-Vancouver.

Culture and Theme boards number 23 and consist of African American

Weddings, Asian Weddings, Beach Weddings, Catholic Weddings, Chinese Weddings,
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Christian Weddings, Destination Weddings, Eco-Friendly Weddings, Fall Weddings,
Gothic Weddings, Interfaith Weddings, Interracial Weddings, Jewish Weddings, Latino
Weddings, Luxury Weddings, Muslim Weddings, Retro and Vintage Weddings, South
Asian Weddings, Sports Weddings, Spring Weddings, Summer Weddings, Vineyard
Weddings, and Winter Weddings boards.

Finally, there are 31 Life Boards: 9 to 5, BNOTB (Babies Not on the Brain),
Buying a Home, Cleaning and Organizing, Coupon Codes, Crafts, Decorating and
Renovating, Entertaining Ideas, Entertainment, Family Matters, Fashion and Beauty,
Gadgets and Technology, Gardening and Landscaping, Getting Pregnant, Green Living,
Health and Fitness, International Nesties, Married Life, Military Nesties, Money Matters,
Pets, Politics and Current Events, Relationships, Same-Sex Households, Sex and
Romance, Sports, The Nest Book Club, Trash to Treasure, Travel, Trouble in Paradise,
and What's Cooking?

TheKnot.com awards active posters a rank badge which appears next to a poster’s
name to indicate how many posts an individual has made on the site. The graphics look
like award ribbons and visually indicate whether a particular user is a Newbie (‘you
might have been lurking for quite some time, but you're new to posting’) poster with O-
500 posts, Bronze level with 501-2000 posts, Silver level with 2001-6000 posts, Gold

level with 6001-15000 posts, or Platinum level with 15001 posts or more.

B. Corporate Structure, Ownership, Advertising
The Knot is a bridal media company and the self-proclaimed “#1 wedding

website,” TheKnot.com, boasting 2.1 million unique visitors a month, with expansions
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into magazines, books, and reality television in its program Real Weddings From The
Knot on the cable outlet Oxygen. It offers informal instruction to women regarding the
way that weddings should be conducted (Engstrom, 2008). The size and popularity of
this site makes it an ideal subject for research and is why it was chosen as the subject of
this study.

TheKnot.com began in September 1996 as a part of America Online (Engstrom,
p. 63). The site promotes various wedding retailers and relies heavily on advertising. It
has links on its site to such sublinks as “Dresses,” “Local Vendors,” “Invitations and
Paper,” and “Photography and Videos.” It claims to be “The most beloved wedding
brand, reaching nearly 8 in 10 US brides — and more affluent brides than any other bridal
media” (XO Group, Inc. - The Knot, 2014). It also claims to have a searchable gown
gallery with 20,000 photos from 600 designers, and 13,000 local florists, photographers
and wedding venues (XO Group, Inc. - About Us, 2014).

Advertisers can buy Web space for graphics that appears on the sides of all
TheKnot.com pages and can also pay to appear in local vendor listings. However,
vendors of any kind are not permitted to advertise their services on any community board
and doing so may be cause for post deletion or banning from further participation. This
includes links to personal Etsy shops or any mention of profiting. Users must agree to
The Knot’s Privacy Policy, which describes the kind of information collected from an
individual’s choice to participate. See Appendix 1 for the full policy.

The brand also includes The Knot Magazine, published quarterly and available in
bookstores. This magazine launched in 2002, and the company now also has 17 regional

magazines “Designed to help brides and grooms plan their weddings in their hometowns
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(even if they live in other cities)” (XO Group, Inc. - Press Room, 2014). Each of these
magazines is replete with advertising of each specific topic. These feature “Real
Weddings,” which are billed as “Inspiring hometown weddings and the ingredients that
make them special” (XO Group, Inc. - Press Room, 2014). The Knot has also formed a
partnership with publishers to produce a series of books especially for brides and grooms.
These books are authored by Carley Roney, one of the founders of The Knot, and she
writes about “true tales, insider advice, checklists, and in-depth sections on updated
wedding etiquette” (XO Group, Inc. - Press Room, 2014).

The Knot began broadcasting its own wedding television channel in March 2005.
This is a 24/7 streaming wedding television channel. On this channel, viewers can watch
reports on demand, but must view targeted ads first (Engstrom, 2008), exemplifying the
fact that even in “on demand” programming, there is some form of external sponsorship.

Even after the wedding is over, The Knot continues to try to hold on to its target
audience. It has two sites, TheNest.com, which is about all things home related,
especially for new couples, and TheBump.com, which is about all things baby related.
Presumably, one can transition easily from The Knot to The Nest to The Bump, all the
while frequenting the same advertisers. The Nest offers sections on home décor and
advertising, love and sex, and food and recipes, all of which are accompanied by ads
touting products fitting these categories. The Bump is all about getting pregnant,
pregnancy and parenting, again accompanied by advertising targeting this audience.
These three sites are cross linked and promoted, insuring a seamless transition from one

to the other.



76

Keeping advertisers in the forefront is key to the success of The Knot.
TheKnot.com merged with Wedding Channel in 2006, making its marketing reach even
greater. For the first quarter of 2011, total revenue for the quarter was $27.5 million.
The XO Group, Inc. is publicly traded on New York Stock Exchange. For 2014, its net
revenues were $143.7 million, up from $133.8 the prior year. Over the last 5 years, its
net revenues have been steadily increasing. (CNN Money, 2015).

As Engstrom (2008) expresses it, “The message across these media points to
implicit and explicit endorsement of not only the institution of marriage but to the
importance of consumption in attaining and maintaining it” (p. 65). The bridal industry is
being supported in the name of instruction and entertainment.

It adheres to the practice as performed in other product branding that people
understand the badge value of the product because of the way it makes them feel. This is
similar to the experience of Nike, in its understanding that people buy shoes not because
of the rational benefit contained in the technology, but because of the way they felt while
wearing the shoes. Nike overtook rival Reebok in the early 1990s with this realization

(Frank & Montague, 2001).

C. Comparison to Other Online Sites

As of January 2011, The Knot and its companion site, Wedding Channel, have the
most page views and unique visitors by far when compared to other popular online
wedding communities such as Brides, Project Wedding, Wedding Wire, and Martha
Stewart Weddings (Magnet Street, 2011). Other niche wedding planning websites

available in cyberspace include Wedding Bee, Style Me Pretty, NY City Weddings,
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Wedding Mapper, Offbeat Bride, One Wed, Chocolate Brides, Get Married, Best
Destination Wedding, WedAlert, Wedding Basics and Bridal Tweet. All of these
communities have forums as part of their online presence, except WedAlert.

The Knot features vendors, forums, do-it-yourself instructions, advice, personal
wedding websites and planning tools, but does not feature a blog nor facilitate giveaways.
The following graphic from Magnet Street (2011) compares the other mentioned wedding

sites and their attributes.
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Figure 12. A listing of top wedding communities and a chart of their components
(Magnet Street, 2011).

The size of the community supported by each bridal website follows. The height

and width of each cake represents page views and unique visitors, respectively.
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D. Moderation, Privacy, and Terms of Use Policies

Members of TheKnot.com, affectionately referred to as “Knotties” by
fellow members, can also take on a leadership role in TheKnot.com’s online
community. In addition to registered members, the board structure also utilizes
moderators. Moderators are Knotties who go above and beyond their
membership. They realize that the time they spend on the boards can be used to
make them better, so they volunteer their time to moderate specific boards in the
community. These members frequent the boards just as other users, but are also
around to help other members and address issues. Moderators also have the ability
to warn/ban users when necessary, based on their own discretion after reading and
understanding the community rules (The Knot, 2015).

According to TheKnot.com’s terms of service (Appendix 2), moderators have the
same privileges as all other members, but they are identified to patrol individual sub-
boards on a volunteer basis to help when problems occur between members and to
address any issues that arise. Moderators are the eyes and ears of The Knot staff,
affectionately known as “The Knot Gods” on the board. The full terms of service is
included in Appendix 2.

Moderators are accountable for four major responsibilities on the board they
watch over: 1) reviewing flagged posts, 2) deleting comments, 3) closing and deleting
threads, and 4) warning or banning users.

Members have the ability to flag questionable posts, which reports the post to
moderators and The Knot employees, anonymously. This is not a way for users to

indicate displeasure with a post or user as it is not a dislike button. Members flag posts,



82

which are then reviewed for the inclusion of spam, harassment, online vandalism, a
member’s personal information, or a post impersonating another member or an employee
of The Knot. If any of these violations of the community rules are present, the
moderators and The Knot administrators will take appropriate action.

Secondly, inappropriate comments that violate The Knot community rules can be
deleted by the moderator on the board they watch for any of the reasons previously listed.
Any posts between members who are disagreeing with one another do not violate any
community rules and are not deleted.

Finally, moderators can issue warnings to threads that are not following the terms
of service, and may outline violations, but will not specifically name violators by name.
After a warning has been issued, if a thread has had five or more violations, the thread
will be closed. Users that repeatedly violate the rules of the boards may also be banned
from utilizing the board in the future (The Knot, 2015).

The structure of the community forums of this particular bulletin board, as studied
through the theoretical perspectives discussed in the next chapter, provide a framework
through which communication can be studied. The success of this from a historical

combination of theories, histories, and methodologies will be the focus of my study.
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Chapter 4: Literature Review: Theoretical Perspectives

The theoretical perspectives that will guide this research study will be presented
in this chapter and include the Internet and interactive dimensions of media, the dynamics
of interaction in online communities, the creation of ties, the uses and gratifications
theory, content analysis and intercoder reliability, and interaction in online groups
through content analysis.

It was 1970 when Marshall McLuhan pronounced that ‘cool” and inclusive
‘electric media’ would ‘retribalize’ human society into clusters of affiliation (McLuhan,
1970). Kozinets (1999) notes that people are not only retribilizing; they are “e-
tribalizing” (p. 253). Rheingold (1993) used the term “virtual community” to refer to
“social aggregations that emerge from the new when enough people carry on... public
discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal
relationships in cyberspace” (p. xx). Armstrong and Hagel (1996) have defined
consumers united by a common interest “communities of interest.” The reliance of
computer-mediated communication by networked social environments is becoming more
and more prevalent (Butler, 2001). Knowledge is the most important research of such a
community because it is intangible and its processes are hard to imitate (Wasko & Faraj,
2005). The Internet provides new opportunities to interact (Baym, 1993; Kraut, Scherlis,
Mukhopadhyay, Manning, & Kiesler, 1996; Rheingold, 1993). As will be discussed
below, the Internet has created communities of interest in regard to the wedding industry

in general, and specifically TheKnot.com.
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A. The Internet and Interactive Dimensions of Media

Increasing domination of the Internet has exposed brides-to-be to myriad ideas with
just the search of a few key words. This is part of a growing trend, where people seek
likeminded groups established on the Internet for support. These data networks allow
individuals to engage in communication with many people by sending and receiving
messages, creating basic communication capabilities which support significant social
activity (Butler, 2001). Members benefit from external network connections because
they gain access to new ideas and expertise not locally available (Wasko & Faraj, 2005).
These sites do more than just provide a place where people can communicate; they are
social structures that support ongoing activity (Finholt & Sproull, 1990; Sproull &
Kiesler, 1990). They are similar to traditional social structures in many respects.
Traditional social groups provide benefits to members, such as task-related advice (Blau,
1955; Dalton, 1979; Durmusoglu, 2013; Kanter, 1977), social support (Ibarra, 1995;
Kram, 1988; Vigoda-Gadot & Talmud, 2010), companionship (McClelland, 1985;
Roberts, 1998; Rubenstein & Shaver, 1980), opportunities to influence others (Winter,
1973), access to information, the dissemination of ideas, and support for like-minded
action (Wellman, 1990; Wellman & Wortley, 1989; Wellman & Wortley, 1990).

Online social structures support the development of interpersonal relationships,
feelings of companionship, and affiliation to a group (Furlong, 1989; Hiltz, 1985;
Rheingold, 1993; Walther, 1994) as well as discussion and knowledge sharing (Abbott,
1988; Kraut, Attewell, & Kiesler, 1997; Wellman, 1995), permitting easy access to
information and the dissemination of ideas (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996; Finholt

& Sproull, 1990), providing social and emotional support (Haythornthwaite, Wellman, &
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Mantei, 1995; King, 1994; McCormick & McCormick, 1992; Rice & Love, 1987; Sproull
& Faraj, 1995; Walther, 1996), and encouraging social action (Ogan, 1993).

This is true for wedding planning (Eligon, 2008), support for particular diseases
(Coulson, Buchanan, & Aubeeluck, 2007; Coursaris & Liu, 2009; Lieberman &
Goldstein, 2005; Lieberman & Goldstein, 2006; van Uden-Kraan, Drossaert, Taal, Shaw,
Seydel, & van de Laar, 2008; Weinberg, Schmale, Uken, & Wessel, 1996), medical
treatment options (Foderaro, 1995; King, 1994), dental anxiety (Buchanan & Coulson,
2007), teen health and sexuality (Suzuki & Calzo, 2004), senior communities (Furlong,
1989), parenting forums (Sarkadi & Bremberg, 2005; Brady & Guerin, 2010) and
pregnancy support (Arnold, 2003). In regard to the latter, one author noted that women
may feel the need to turn to someone other than medical practitioners or their family for
source of information about pregnancy and childbirth. Arnold (2003) declared that
“women felt empowered by the information and relational support they received through
participation in the bulletin board,” and particularly for women, “empowerment is a
process that occurs through the establishment of relationships based on mutual empathy
and support” (p. 46). Further, “these mutual, empathetic relationships then provide the
participants with the confidence and energy to take action in their lives. For the women
who participated in this bulletin board, the process of empowerment occurred through the
development of such mutual supportive relationships, and the exchange of information
within them” (p. 46). In sum, “social networks are a critical source of valuable
information and resources” (Burt, 1992).

The same rationale can be applied to bulletin boards devoted to wedding

planning. As Kim (2000) notes,
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As a society we’re working harder, juggling more roles, and spending

more of our free time at home — exhausted from our multifaceted lives,

fearful of the violence that we see in movies, TV and video games, and

physically removed from our family, friends and neighbors. So we go

online — to shop, play games, trade collectibles, argue politics, or just

shoot the breeze. The Web is becoming our collective town square — more

and more, people are turning to Web communities to get their personal,

social and professional needs met. This translates into a tremendous

opportunity for Web community builders (p. ix).

1. Online Discussion Environments

The World Wide Web offers a truly a unique forum via online communities for
computer-mediated communication and can connect individuals that would not have the
opportunity to exchange ideas at the same rate if using another channel or offline
community. As stated by Preece et al. (2003), an online community is a group of people
who interact in a virtual environment, whereby those who communicate do not have to be
present to respond to each other, and can find an instant, more accessible bond with other
Internet users. This can refer to a wide variety of online activities. In the Internet,
individuals can join in online communities that communicate only through computer-
mediated communication. These provide communication among the social actors, and
the boundaries between real and virtual can become blurred (Talamo & Ligorio, 2001).
Such groups can “offer members a sense of belonging, connection, and cohesion. These
groups, which outnumber all other forms of therapy, provide a place where members can
learn they are not unique in their concerns” (Page, et al., 2000, p. 133). In these groups,
there is an ability to hear feedback from other group members and to benefit from giving
personal viewpoints to others (Page, et al., 2000). It s in the *social situation,” according

to Goffman (1964) that “an environment of mutual monitoring possibilities, anywhere

within which an individual will find himself accessible to the naked senses of all others
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who are present, and similarly find them accessible to him” (p. 134). For those in remote
areas, these groups may be the primary way to participate in support groups. In general,
we are becoming more mobile and our locations change rapidly in real life, making the
virtual world all the more appealing. The ease with which we can transport ourselves, yet
still remain in contact with a virtual community, increases the significance of the benefits
of the virtual world. Communities are formed “to overcome the confines of real life in
cyberspace, and envision cyberspace as a utopian universe for achieving equality”
(Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000, p. 179). The Internet has been thought of as the ultimate in
community building and enrichment, “through which users can create relationships
online in ways that have never been possible through traditional media” (Ruggiero, 2000,
p. 20). Healy (1996) adds, “The Internet is a testimony to that interdependence and a
perpetual reminder that our lives are intrinsically and inescapably social. In the face of
increasing geographic and occupational mobility, we need ways to maintain connections
and connectedness, and the Net provides almost limitless possibilities” (pp. 64-65).
Another implication of online communities when compared to offline ones is the
greater ease of accessibility via computer, cell phone, or any other electronic device with
Internet connectivity. In our society, use of the Internet has become a daily repeatable
event. According to LaRose and Eastin (2003), this usage has become a habit. They
state, “Habit is a form of automaticity, a pattern of behavior (e.g. checking one’s email)
that is triggered by an environmental stimulus (e.g. seeing one’s computer desktop in the
morning) and performed without further active consideration...We may have thought
carefully about our communication options the first time we used email; for example, but

by the hundredth time we did not” (p. 10). Therefore, the messages that are conveyed
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online may not be as well thought out or may not come across as intended when utilizing
this technology as compared to the verbal and nonverbal cues that are evident in offline
communication.

Both offline and online communication are shaped by a number of factors. In
regard to an online community, the messages, purpose, software, governance, size, age
and stage in the life-cycle, culture, and whether there is an addition of a physical
component to the virtual one are all factors that shape the environment. These elements
are determined by the characteristics of the members of the community and the rules set
up for the community. For example, a community with a synchronous chat system will
have a different character than one with an asynchronous bulletin board. (Preece,
Maloney-Krichmar, & Abras, 2003). Likewise, offline communication is influenced by
these same factors as well as the physicality, appearance, words, visual aids, voice, facial
expressions and gestures, body language, and presence of the communicators. Here, a
discussion in a classroom is much different than one would experience as a spectator at a
baseball game.

Social networks as a type of online community can fulfill the need for validating
trust for users when similar trust networks are not available offline. As Mislove et al.
(2009) expresses it, “Many social networking sites, especially those used for advertising
and ecommerce, ranging from mail to auctions, implicitly rely on some form of trust. For
example, when a user accepts email from an unknown user, she is trusting the other party
not to send spam. When a user selects a winning bidder in an auction, she is trusting the
other party to pay the winning amount, and the winning user is trusting the seller to

produce the auctioned item” (p. 41). They continue, “An unknown user should be highly
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trusted only if multiple short disjoint paths to the user can be discovered” (p. 41). Users
in the fringe will not be highly trusted unless they form direct links to other users. The
‘social’ aspect of these networks is self-reinforcing: in order to be trusted, one must make
many “friends,” and create many links that will slowly pull the user into the core” (p. 41).
Offline, there is a similar process, but not as complex, to maintain trust. If junk mail is
received, it is merely recycled and one can be asked to be removed from a future mailing.
When a person walks into a store, money is traded instantly for an item. Online, every
interaction is suspect, even when a ritual, such as an online purchase, is made, and this is
another way which distinguishes online from offline communication. Yet, one advantage
of online communities is that they can provide “weak tie” support, which will further be
discussed in Chapter 4.C, which includes relationships that exist outside close family
dynamics. This type of support provides anonymity and objectivity which may not be

present in family groups (Turner, Grube, & Meyers, 2001), especially offline.

2. Online Communities

The history of online communities is an extensive topic beyond the scope of this
study. However, it is important to be aware of its development and some of the
highlights will be discussed in this section.

Computer networks that link people, as well as machines, become social networks
and the members of these communities want to link with others for support, information,
and companionship (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, & Haythornthwaite,
1996). These networks began in the 1960s when the US Defense Department’s

Advanced Projects Research Agency developed ARPANET, which linked university
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computers to their users. In the mid-1970s, the Electronic Information Exchange System
supported computerized conferences of scientific researchers (Cerf, 1993).

Online communities continued to evolve in the 1970s, when email was used as a
way for researchers to facilitate communication. The first graphic to appear on the
Internet, called an emoticon, was a smiley invented by Kevin Mackenzie in 1979 to liven
up the dry context of the emails he sent; more graphics appeared in the mid- to late-1980s
(Preece, Maloney-Krichmar, & Abras, 2003).

Personal computer use grew exponentially in the 1980s, organized into central
communication hosts. These hosts were all linked together through the “Internet” and the
“World Wide Web,” which connects computers through high capacity communication
lines, each of which has its own local network.

A next noteworthy development in Internet communication was the bulletin
board, a place online where people post messages to each other. Usually these messages
are threaded, meaning that they start with a topic, and people can post replies to this topic
directly underneath it (Preece, Maloney-Krichmar, & Abras, 2003). They became more
popular as computers became more inexpensive and therefore more accessible, with
larger numbers of channels and networks and large numbers of people who were now
able to post and receive immediate feedback (James, Wotring, & Forrest, 1995) from
others who were also online reading the same message at the same time or who would
read it at a later time. While this use was at first strictly nonprofit, commercial use began
in the 1990s. Community bulletin board systems and global profit networks such as
America OnLine proliferated during this period. By late 1995, AmericaOnLine had an

estimated 4.5 million subscribers, CompuServe had 4 million, and Prodigy had 1.5
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million (Lewis, 1996). These commercial systems linked with the Internet and the
growth expanded. The Internet’s potential uses expanded as well (Wellman, Salaff,
Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, & Haythornthwaite, 1996).

USENET News emerged in 1984, which was like a bulletin board where
discussion topics were listed in a hierarchy, enabling users to read and post messages to
different newsgroups, or categories. As of 1992, approximately 37,000 organizations
worldwide were connected to the USENET. The USENET then consisted of more than
1,500 newsgroups and each newsgroup consisted of a single topic area. Each message
had a subject line, and messages with identical subject lines constituted a thread. Threads
could be followed forward to the most recent post or backward to the initial post, with all
messages in between also available (Lewenstein, 1995). Lewenstein (1995) suggested
that computer-mediated communication would not replace traditional face-to-face
communication because while online communities allowed discussions without regard to
time or space, they “do not allow researchers to acquire efficiently all the information
(including judgments about veracity, thoroughness, and group opinion) that go into
making scientific judgments” as is done in offline communication (p. 144).

From this, non-technical online communities, such as The WELL, were
established. The WELL was founded in 1985 as the Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link, as a
place where writers and readers of the Whole Earth Review could have a dialogue (What
is The WELL, 2014). This evolved into a place where there could be intellectual and
social discussions. The first WELL computer and modem was located in Sausalito,
California. Members of the asynchronous communities formed friendships, provided

support for each other, and founded groups such as Craig’s List. Because the WELL
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encouraged offline meetings, it encompassed face-to-face as well as virtual community
(Healy, 1996).

In regard to synchronous communities, where all of the participants must be
online at the same time, the first chat system was the Internet Relay Chat, or IRC. This
was developed in 1988 by Jarkko Okarinen. Evolving from this was the ICQ and AOL
Instant Messenger. 1CQ was developed in Israel in 1996 and purchased by AOL in
1998. Today’s version of instant messaging includes the sending of text messages via
cell telephones to either one recipient or multiple, the more public posting of messages by
way of the Internet site Twitter.com, Google’s Gmail gchat, or via Facebook, for
example.

CompusServe, owned by H&R Block, was the oldest major bulletin board and it
supported nearly 992,000 members by 1992 (James, Wotring, & Forrest, 1995). Prodigy,
another national bulletin board service, was released in 1990 and by 1992 had more than
1.3 million subscribers. According to James, Wotring and Forrest (1995), bulletin
boards have: “1) a large potential audience; 2) fast sending and receiving of messages; 3)
nearly transparent ‘posting’ of messages (weak gatekeeper functions); 4) large variety of
special interest groups; and 5) relatively low cost [at the time this article was written,
CompuServe had a per hour charge]” (p. 2).

What followed included three-dimensional environments with high graphics, such
as The Palace, established in 1995 where users visited chat rooms, known to the
community as palaces, as a graphical avatar and interacted with others who were also
logged on (James, Wotring, & Forrest, 1995). Similar to The Palace is Second Life, a

privately owned, subscription-based application which was founded in 1998. Second
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Life offers an environment where individuals come together in an online community
through representation by an avatar. Radde-Antweiler (2007) notes, “An increasing
number of residents use this World not only as a kind a virtual playground but as an
enlargement of their real-life possibilities that has to be taken seriously” (p. 188).

By 2001, according to a survey by the Pew Internet & American Life Project,
84% of all Internet users had contact with an online community and 79% maintained
regular contact with at least one group (Packel & Rainie, 2001). At that time, there were
tens of thousands of communities, including e-mail lists, electronic bulletin boards,
online chat groups, and role-playing domains (Dahlberg, 2001). Many of the
communities were linked to larger entities, such as OneList.com, with 900,000 groups
and 18 million members, and Geocities, where people could build their own personal
websites, which were centered around various communities, such as “Area51” or
“Heartland.” These were corporately owned, giving the Web space for free to the users,
but charging fees to advertisers to have ads placed on the sites (Dahlberg, 2001). Free
Web space made the Internet communities more and more accessible. By 2003, the
Internet was embedded in everyday life, and “became the utility of the masses rather than
the plaything of computer scientists” (Wellman, 2004, p. 125).

Communities on the Web sprung up covering all types of interest and knowledge.
Almost any topic or interest can be found on the Internet in an online group. In addition,
the use of the Internet kept expanding. Search engines, such as AltaVista and Google,
organized information so that it was readily available for all users, and Web blogs
enabled everyone to have their own diary online (Wellman, 2004). Communities such as

the BlogHer Publishing Network, which was founded in 2005, “leads the new women's



94

web as a social publisher, as a research hub and with its in-person events” for, by, and
about women together, allowing visitors to a participating blog to read and have access to
many similar diaries with just the click of a button, without any additional searching
required by the user. The BlogHer Network “reaches an audience of 100 million across
premium blogs, Web sites, Pinterest, Facebook and Twitter” and also holds multiple
conferences a year on different topics such as food, business promotion, and general
camaraderie, where participants come together to expand their online community offline.
(BlogHer Network).

Recently, online social networks have gained in popularity and are now among
the most popular online destinations. These include Facebook (1.44 billion monthly
active users as of March 2015), MySpace (over 190 million users), LinkedIn (over 11
million) and LiveJournal (over 5.5 million people), and are all sites built on social
networking (PRNewswire, 2015; Mislove, Marcon, Gummadi, Druschel, &
Bhattacharjee, 2009). These online social networks are organized around users, rather
than around content and “The resulting social network provides a basis for maintaining
social relationships, for finding users with similar interests, and for locating content and
knowledge that has been contributed or endorsed by other users” (Mislove, Marcon,

Gummadi, Druschel, & Bhattacharjee, 2009, p. 29).

3. Online Gaming Communities
After the World Wide Web was developed in the early 1990s, online communities
began to proliferate. Among the first were online gaming worlds, such as Doom and

Everquest, where participants were represented by avatars (Preece, Maloney-Krichmar, &



95

Abras, 2003). Online gaming has evolved to include for-pay gaming system
communities such as Microsoft Xbox One and Sony PlayStation Network. Multiplayer
gaming is not just limited to those sitting next to the player on the couch anymore. Now
for a fee, while enjoying games that allow for more than one participant, one can choose
an opponent that may be on another continent, as long as they are logged in to play at the
same time.

Interactive games are the future of video games. This transitioned into computer
games for very large computers that were not available to the populace (1940s and 50s),
home gaming systems (1968) and video arcade machines (1971) (Kooiman & Sheehan,
2015). Prior to this, video arcade games had been using track balls to control
movements. Atari created the game Pong in 1972, which was the first video arcade hit
and then created a new interaction for its game, the joystick, which allowed for
movement in four directions. Video game consoles included the ability for users to
engage their characters in fighting, adventure, and role playing games. The Apple
Macintosh computer was the first to use a mouse to manipulate a graphical user interface
in 1984, which revolutionized gaming.

Handheld video games were introduced by Mattel in 1977, and included the
Nintendo Game Boy, the Atari Lynx, and Sega Game Gear. By 2003 cellphones were
becoming mainstream, and Nokia, one of the cell phone leaders, introduced a device that
was both a phone and a gaming device. The introduction of the Apple iPhone in 2007
created a market where cell phones combined with available apps could use their phones

for gaming capacity as well. (Kooiman & Sheehan, 2015)
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Active games require players to move during cooperative and competitive games.
Earliest types of interactive games included interfaces that supported people
communicating with each other, such as playing soccer through a video conference,
flying in a virtual environment, or exercising cooperatively (Mueller, Stevens,
Thorogood, O’Brien, & Wulf, 2007). There is an input device which transmits
information to a computer. This has developed into social gaming where one’s
opponents are connected through the computer so that games are being played in real
time with active opponents. Players are then available and easily accessible in the real
world (Trepte, Reinecke, & Juechems, 2012). Not only do gamers play online, but they
also use the Internet for information on games and to connect with other players. As
activities go digital, they break away from restrictions that limited them as to time and
place (Eklund, 2015).

Gaming has become part of an online life which is an extension of social
networks where the same relationships are nurtured online as offline (Eklund, 2015).
Research on social interaction and friendship formation has shown that two different
types of social ties are present in the social implication of games: bridging and bonding
social capital. Bridging social capital refers to the weak social ties in which people feel
informed and inspired by each other (Trepte, Reinecke, & Juechems, 2012). Bonding
social capital refers to strong social ties that deliver emotional support and understanding
(Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). As with social network sites and online communities,
studies have found only weak influences (Beaudoin & Tao, 2007; Huvila, Holmberg, Ek,

& Widén-Wulff, 2010; Lee & Lee, 2010). A study by Trepte, Reinecke, and Juechems
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(2012) concluded that three underlying processes — physical proximity, social proximity
and familiarity determine the formation of offline social support through gaming.

As with other online activities, “the production of social networks and the
circulation of social capital proves to be one of the most important aspects” (Jakobsson &

Taylor, 2003, p. 89).

4. Wedding Planning and Computer Networks

The combination of weddings and computer networks existed almost as soon as
the 1990s boom began. For example, virtual worlds, such as Second Life, a privately-
owned, subscription based application, offers an environment where people perform
rituals, such as weddings (Radde-Antweiler, 2007). Avatars are used to represent the
users, and these virtual counterparts have weddings rivaling those in the real world.
There are people who offer their services as wedding designers in Second Life, and there
are various settings in which the avatars can get married. One can choose wedding
clothes, jewelry, and presents, very much like their real life counterparts (Radde-
Antweiler, 2007).

Computer social networks contain text-based interactions with messages entered
on keyboards and transmitted in ASCII code. Basic email is an asynchronous form of
communication by which messages are sent from one person to another, or to a group of
people. Since email is bidirectional, the recipients can easily respond. These messages
can also be stored, enabling the participants to be in different places and times. This

gives more control over what is being written and sent. By the late 1990s, real time chat
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lines, such as the Internet Relay Chat (IRC) also expanded (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova,
Garton, Gulia, & Haythornthwaite, 1996).

Email users note that this enables asynchronous communication, with rapid
responses and the ability to forward messages. Users also claim that their level of
communication rises as they become more and more proficient (Pickering & King, 1995).
There are also changes created in personal tie networks, as will be further discussed in
Section C.

Wellman et al. (1996) notes, “The rapid transmission of large files between
individuals and among groups increases the velocity of communication, supports
collaborative work, and sustains strong and weak ties” (p. 217). The relationship of
strong and weak ties to computer communication will be discussed further below.

The rise of the computer has brought a whole new dimension to relationships in
general, and relationships regarding weddings in particular. As Turkle (2009) notes,
“The images of the computer offering a new expressive medium and of the computer
offering a ‘schizoid compromise’ between loneliness and fear of intimacy are emblematic
of the encounter between the machine and our emotional lives” (p. 280). She continues,
“Today we suffer not less but differently. Terrified of being alone, yet afraid of intimacy,
we experience widespread feelings of emptiness, of disconnection, of the unreality of
self. And here the computer, a companion without emotional demands, offers a
compromise. You can be a loner, but never alone. You can interact, but never feel
vulnerable to another person” (pp. 279-80). The Web offers unprecedented opportunities
for self-disclosure (Couldry, 2003). Couldry (2003) notes, “The Internet as a ‘“many-to-

many-medium’ is always potentially ambiguous as to whether you are communicating
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with ‘the world’ or some private zone, or something in between, which makes the ritual
dimension of self-disclosure on the Internet equally uncertain” (p. 129). He adds,
“People, in their desire to be heard, will go on pressing for new connections to be made,
and for old abstractions and formalities to be dismantled” (p. 143).

Online communities can be similar to face-to-face groups. “In terms of their
social dynamics, physical and virtual communities are much the same. Both involve
developing a web of relationships among people who have something meaningful in
common, such as a beloved hobby, a life-altering illness, a political cause, a religious
conviction, a professional relationship, or even simply a neighborhood or town. So in
one sense, a Web community is simply a community that happens to exist online, rather
than in the physical world” (Kim, 2000, p. x). Web communities “emerge from the net
when enough people carry on... public discussions long enough, with sufficient human
feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (Rheingold, 1993, p. xx).

These communities are bound together by common values, interests and
consumption activities (Kozinets, 1999). For example, in regard to communities for older
adults, Wright (2000) conducted a study of online supportive relationships. His study
examined communication themes within social support messages among senior adults
within an Internet community for this age group. He found that the most common themes
were social support, humor, discussing family members with non-family members, and
the use of others as sounding boards (Wright, 2000).

Many of these “e-tribes” are based on consumptive activities, such as online

commerce, and are as a result of great interest to marketing and business (Kozinets,
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1999). They provide fundamental changes to the way people shop and consume as well
as communicate.

It has been noted that “Nothing has fueled the wedding frenzy of the fast five
years more than the Internet” (Daniels & Loveless, 2007, p. 52). Print, television, and
film, the traditional media forms, are all represented on the Internet. The longer an online
user spends online, the more likely it is that he or she will join an online group. Once the
interaction begins online, there is an increasing chance of turning to online sources for
information and social interaction (Kozinets, 1999).

Web sites have brought wedding planning to the masses via The Knot, The
Wedding Channel, and Brides, to name just a few of the countless Internet sites devoted
to weddings and wedding planning (Daniels & Loveless, 2007). For example, on The
Knot, vendors and planners clamor to be featured in the content on the site and television
programs team up with The Knot to create wedding specials. The Knot Web site offers
instant advice relating to all elements of wedding planning, while steering the customer to
featured vendors and advertisers (Daniels & Loveless, 2007).

At online wedding community bulletin boards, brides can learn about anything
and everything wedding-related from others going through the exact same planning
process. Some of the more popular participatory community sites include TheKnot.com,
Brides.com, and ProjectWedding.com. These online interactive communities provide a
place where women can come together to share in the good times and the bad of the
wedding planning process. TheKnot.com, in particular, is a comprehensive wedding hub
on the World Wide Web which contains linked pages on all things wedding related. A

sampling of topics, as previously discussed, include vendors for hire specific to a
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particular region, wedding gowns and attendant attire, etiquette rules, ethnic and religious
traditions, and honeymoon research. The site also features a wedding budgeter and
checklist (McDermott, 2007). Of particular interest is the bulletin board area, featuring
separate boards separated geographically by state and frequented by individuals planning
affairs in that particular region, as well as special interest national boards specifically to
discuss, for example, “wedding day beauty” or “reception ideas,” only. These national
boards include participants from all over, not just a particular area. Individuals must
specifically choose to join the message board area by selecting a username and password,
and once the registration process is complete, they are permitted to post their questions
and offer their advice to others.

Each message posted on the board is initiated by one of the board members, and
involves a specific topic. The initial message is called a thread, and it is the first post of a
topic. The discussion on the topic evolves from this thread. Huang (2010) notes, “The
categorization of threads...can be done on an intuitive basis, by examining the overall
purpose of the message, and certain expectations of what one achieves by posting an
initial message (providing information, arguing for a certain point of view, etc.” (Huang,
2010, p. 201).

Some brides who have used the Internet to plan their weddings have made close
friends with other prospective brides (Eligon, 2008). Eligon (2008) suggests that they do
this to fill emotional gaps that their friends in real life cannot satisfy. Such communities
“Focus on the shared ritual and offer camaraderie and information exchange” (Nelson &
Otnes, 2005, p. 90). Brides begin by responding to a threaded query, and then increase

their involvement so a close level of communication develops there (Eligon, 2008). He
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declares, “Some brides chat from their desks at work, others can’t go to bed before
signing in one more time, some even tune out their fiancé’s voice while riveted to the
computer” (p. 1). Eligon (2008) interviewed one such bulletin board participant, and
notes, “Elizabeth Salom, 22, said her best friend from childhood sometimes becomes
jealous when she hangs out with friends from The Knot. She’ll put on a face and say
something like, “‘Oh, your knottie friends are more important than | am,’”...She added:
‘Many times, we have a hard time explaining our friendships to other people. You say
you’ve made some of your best friends on the Internet and people think you’re crazy’” (p.
1). Itis through these developed friendships and established online communities that
wedding customs become dynamic and those shifts, as well as the uses and gratifications
participants feel, lend themselves to further research, as will be further discussed.

The Internet is also helpful for brides who are planning weddings that embrace
more than one culture. Nelson and Otnes (2005) note that “Many brides — especially
those planning cross-cultural weddings — use the Internet as a resource because it enables
them to easily access information and communicate with widely dispersed providers of
wedding resources” (p. 90). The blending of different cultures can cause cross cultural
ambivalence such as “the emergence of mixed or multiple emotions that arise from
conflict among values, norms, traditions and practices of different cultures not found
within the same society” (pp. 89-90). The virtual communities can resolve a bride’s
cross-cultural ambivalence through its roles as counselor, consumption advisor, sharing
advocate, and cultural advisor (Nelson & Otnes, 2005).

While studies have probed the influence of the Internet on weddings using a

variety of theories and methods, a study by Nelson and Otnes (2005) employed a new
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qualitative research methodology called netnography or “ethnography on the Internet” (p.
90). In this form of study, “It allows the researcher to gain access to consumer
discussions by observing and/or participating in communications on publicly available
online forums” (p. 90). The researcher can unobtrusively collect data and study patterns
of behavior using this method. With the abundance and popularity of wedding bulletin
boards currently online, this methodology is poised to provide researchers with additional
insight and information for future exploration. The fact that weddings will continue as
individuals around the world grow-up, find their life partners, and eventually plan
wedding-related events implies that weddings will continue with no end to the research
material in sight. And, because the Internet is a global phenomenon, it allows for future

wedding studies to easily expand beyond the borders of the United States.

B. Dynamics of Interaction in Online Communities

Online communities and their development have been discussed frequently in
scholarly literature. Communication through the Internet has become a daily event for
many individuals, ranging from checking one’s e-mail to surfing the Internet to visiting
Facebook pages. Due to its inherent nature, the Internet is a natural focus in regard to
communication and “as its name suggests, is not about an escape into isolation, but rather
an ongoing and outgoing exercise in connectedness” (Healy, 1996, p. 57).

As previously noted, the history of the Internet begins with the early days of the
ARPANET, which is an acronym for the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network,
in the 1960s. The ARPANET laid the groundwork for the packet switching networking

technology between machines that would ultimately become the World Wide Web in the
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early 1990s. Ultimately, Tim Berners-Lee and CERN, the European Organization for
Nuclear Research, were instrumental in developing the Web. By 1996, the Internet
spanned the entire globe, connecting people across towns, time zones, and continents
through Web sites and community groups supported by Web sites. The earliest form of
communication on the Internet was e-mail, developed by Ray Tomlinson of Bolt
Beraneck and Newman, Inc., who selected the @ sign for use in email addresses in 1972.
In the first form of e-mail, one person could send an e-mail message to just one person
(Preece, Maloney-Krichmar, & Abras, 2003). Since that time, researchers have analyzed
the textual, audio, and visual practices of Internet users, known as computer-mediated
communication (CMC), a term which was originally coined by Hiltz and Turoff in 1978
(Hiltz & Turoff, 1993). They describe CMC as using “the computer to structure, store,
and process written communications among a group of persons. When something is
entered through one terminal, it may be obtained on the recipients' terminals immediately
or at any time in the future until it is purged from the computer's memory” (p. 7).

As noted by Hiltz & Turoff, when discussing CMC, two different types of
communication forms are included. Computer-mediated communication includes the
“synchronous or asynchronous electronic mail and computer conferencing, by which
senders encode in text messages that are relayed from sender’s computers to receivers”
(Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000, p. 175). Web browsing, including audio and visual
components, is also included in this definition. The computer, and more specifically the
Internet, has had an impact on the way people connect, interact, and obtain resources
from one another (Wellman, 2001). This may be synchronous, where all the parties that

are communicating are present at the same time or asynchronous, where the parties do
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not have to be present at the same time. Examples of synchronous communication
include telephone conversation or chat rooms, and asynchronous communication includes
an Internet bulletin board or e-mail. Generally, asynchronous CMC has been viewed as
being impersonal. However, Turner, Grube and Meyers (2001) reported that it could be
impersonal, interpersonal, or hyperpersonal. Impersonal CMC are task based
interchanges with little interaction. Interpersonal CMC comprises socially oriented
exchanges between users (Turner, Grube, & Meyers, 2001). Walther (1996) created the
category of hyperpersonal CMC, which describes the depth of personal exchanges.
Turner, Grube and Meyers (2001) noted that it occurs “within CMC based on senders’
and receivers’ reciprocal and hyperbolic construction of each other and their relationship,
within a minimal cues environment” (p. 233). This especially relates to online support
groups, because participants already have a common identity, and messages exchanged
within the group reinforce this.

Prior research has shown that media channels have been ranked by the degree of
personalness and warmth found in the medium. Face-to-face communication offline has
been found to be the most rich, followed by telephone, electronic mail, personal written
communication, and formal written communication (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000).

The virtual community differs from real-world relationships first in the number of
interactions possible. One scholar notes that contemporary people in the western world
know about 1,000 people but maintain only about 20 community ties (Kochen, 1989).
Through computer communication, the size and proximity of one’s community can
increase, forming new connections. Diversity also increases on the Internet, where it is

easier to form bonds with people who have a variety of backgrounds. Relationships can
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be formed by shared interests without the constraint of different social status. There is a
shift of community of shared interests rather than a community of shared neighborhoods
or groups. (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, & Haythornthwaite, 1996)

Some scholars have viewed the Internet “as the ultimate in individualism, a
medium with the capability to empower the individual in terms of both the information he
or she seeks and the information he or she creates” (Singer, 1998, p. 10). Online
communities are distinct from physical groups because “The Net erases boundaries
created by time and distance, and makes it dramatically easier for people to maintain
connections, deepen relationships, and meet like-minded souls that they would otherwise
never have met. It also offers a strange and compelling combination of anonymity and
intimacy that brings out the best and worst in people’s behavior” (Kim, 2000, p. X).

The Internet has novel informational characteristics, varying from *“a mass-market
medium to a vehicle for the provision of very specific high-value information to very
specific high-consumption audiences” (Abrahamson, 1998, p. 15). It can range from a
mass audience to a “fractionalized” one, with endless possibilities for coverage, ranging
from sites geared to all, to those attracting a specialized segment, to those with no
specific targeted community (Ruggiero, 2000).

Communication online has been shown to produce higher quality ideas, and
maintains social distance. However, it is more difficult to reach an agreement since the
number of ideas and the complexity of the process hinders agreement. Much of online
communication involves the exchange of information, and resulting access to new
information through new social circles. It is also used for social support, companionship,

and a sense of belonging (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia, &
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Haythornthwaite, 1996). This is true even when the groups are composed of people who
hardly know each other (Haythornthwaite, Wellman, & Mantei, 1995; McCormick &
McCormick, 1992; Rice & Love, 1987; Walther, 1996; Wellman & Gulia, 1999).

Online communities possess unique characteristics when compared to offline
communities. Computer-mediated communication allows for large groups to share ideas
and feelings even when group members are located hundreds of miles away from one
another. Communities utilizing Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) use broader
bandwidth, wireless portability, globalized connectivity, and personalization to keep in
contact (Wellman, 2001). In the past, before any advances in transportation, people
would typically only ever have contact offline with those that lived in the same
community with them. Today, people from varied cultural, geographic, religious, social,
and economic groups can exchange messages through the Internet (Postmes, Spears, &
Lea, 1998). Virtual communities consist of members who can come together from all
over, contribute, read and link to other areas of shared interest on the Web (Smith, 1999).
These groups create their own boundaries and impose them on themselves, which can
create in- and out-groups (Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 1998), as is done in real life.
Communication scholars naturally find this technology of increasing interest because it
removes the nonverbal cues of an interaction. Assumptions are made of communicators
according to how they choose to type their thoughts, their identifiability, and what they
decide to communicate. In offline communication, there are fewer assumptions as more
information is available and is easier to clarify via verbal and nonverbal cues.

Research by Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) has found that users chose the

Internet to fulfill interpersonal needs because they avoided offline face-to-face interaction
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or found it to be less rewarding. Those who were “more mobile, economically secure,
satisfied with life, comfortable with approaching others in an interpersonal context, and
who felt valued in their interpersonal encounters preferred the more instrumental Internet
uses, such as information seeking. Those who were less satisfied and who felt less
valued in their face-to-face communication used the Internet as a functional alternative to
interpersonal communication, or to fill time” (p. 187). This resulted in reduced
communication in the household, smaller social circles, and greater depression.

Reported reasons for using the Internet are varied. Some users are online to
accomplish a specific goal, while others surf the Internet for fun. There are discussion
groups in which some are observers, while others are active participants (Ruggiero,
2000). An example of mixed users in a single community would be CMC discussion
groups which have provided support for patients as well as those whose loved ones are
faced with various diseases (Turner, Grube, & Meyers, 2001). Prior research has
demonstrated that as a medium for social interaction, the Internet is a place where the
user would secure support and improve psychological well-being (LaRose & Eastin,
2003). This is especially important if support would not be readily available offline due
to other life commitments such as employment and/or family raising or lack of an
acceptable local option such as a support group.

Some members participate in online communities to seek information. This is
collaborated by the weak ties approach, which suggests that people seek answers from
those with whom they have weak ties when those with whom they have strong ties are
not available. In addition, different sources of information can provide input which

would aid in decision making. A positive explanation for the emergence of communal
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sharing is that people share for an altruistic purpose because of their sense of belonging
and because of the intimacy which their participation has generated (Park, Gu, Leung, &
Konana, 2014). Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that people exchange experiential
more than cognitive information on bulletin board systems (Huang, 2010).

It has also been theorized that social status rather than social action is the main
goal of Internet usage, with the activities pursued relating to achieving status (LaRose &
Eastin, 2003). As LaRose and Eastin (2003) note, “Perhaps by finding like-minded
individuals on the Internet and expressing ourselves in those venues we enhance our
social status. Or, recalling Turkle’s (1995) Life on the Screen ethnography, perhaps the
Internet is a means of constantly exploring and trying out new, improved versions of
ourselves” (p. 25). As Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) express it, “Technologies such as
the Internet, then, possess both interactive/social and informational/task-oriented
dimensions for users. In this respect, the needs the Internet fulfills may not be too
different from the needs met by more traditional interpersonal and media channels,
including talk radio, which also enhances social interaction” (p. 180). Whatever the
reasons, attributes of online communities are unique as compared to offline communities
and are worthy of continued research.

However, these groups often never physically meet each other, and many
interactions among them are fleeting and functional (Kozinets, 1999). Most social and
psychological theories have been developed based on communication which occurs face-
to-face. The main difference between online and offline environments is the strength of
the ties between the participants. These ties are either weak or strong, and most online

networks, such as stock message boards and The Apple Inc. message board, are described
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as having weak ties (Park, Gu, Leung, & Konana, 2014). As a result, “people can easily
leave an online community without regard for other members (p. 1).” However, the
offline and online environments can be integrated and prior research has utilized the uses

and gratifications theory to study communication in online networks.

C. Creation of Ties

The creation of ties is another topic that has been discussed by scholars in an
attempt to evaluate behavior on the Internet. Ties are the links that bind individuals to
other individuals, manifested by the kinds and frequency of communication (Pickering &
King, 1995). Granovetter (1973) found that the strength of a tie would be determined by
the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy, and the reciprocal services.
These ties are classified as strong or weak based on four dimensions: time, emotional
intensity, mutual confidence, and reciprocity (Pickering & King, 1995). Pickering and
King (1995) defined strong ties as those which *“are maintained through frequent and
emotionally intense communication, often entailing the sharing of confidences, and over
time, the establishment of reciprocity between the parties” (p. 480). Most network studies
make use of Granovetter’s hypothesis (Jack, 2005). These are ties maintained between
spouses, children, close friends, and co-workers with mutual dependencies.

Strong ties have frequent interaction, at least two times a week (Jack, 2005). The
stronger the tie between two people, the greater the number of people to whom they will
both be tied. Also, the stronger the tie between two individuals, the more similar they are

(Granovetter, 1973).
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On the other hand, according to Pickering and King (1995), “weak ties are
maintained through less frequent and less emotionally intense communication, in
relationships that do not require or encourage sharing of confidences or establishment of
strong reciprocities” (p. 480). These are the kinds of ties maintained among extended
family members, co-workers who are not central to the individual and everyday
acquaintances. Weak ties have “bridges” between them, and these bridges create more
paths among the network (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1365). The removal of any given tie
breaks up these bridges, and according to Granovetter, this does more damage to the
network than a removal of a strong tie. While a strong tie will hinder search, a weak tie
will impede the transfer of complex knowledge (Hansen, 1999).

According to Granovetter (1973), it is the strength of the tie that determines the
strength and quality of the relationship. He believed that a network should have both
strong and weak ties. Weak ties would be critical to a social structure because through
them, information flows to other areas and to the broader reaches of society as well (Jack,
2005). The importance of having both strong and weak ties is related to the desirability
of connections to other social systems (Ibarra, 1993). While information gained through
strong ties is more trustworthy, detailed and accurate, strong ties are perceived as being
less beneficial than weak ties because the information they provide can be redundant
because it stems from the same social circle (Burt, 1992). Jack (2005) measured strong
ties in a business setting, and determined that when building and forming a relationship, it
was the utilization of a tie that was important, not the frequency of contact. It was

through strong ties that personal and business relationships were formed and maintained.
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Within her experiment, it was through strong ties that knowledge and resources were
disseminated.

Wellman et al. (1996) believed that online relationships often meet most of the
criteria for strong ties, because they “facilitate frequent, reciprocal, companionable and
often supportive contact... without the loss of relationships that often accompanies
residential mobility” (p. 221). This is despite the fact that many online communities are
comprised of people who have never met, are weekly linked, and socially and physically
distant. People can read messages on many Internet boards invisibly without contributing.
However, there can be an increase in self-esteem, a demonstration of expertise, an
earning of respect, and the providing of aid (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, Gulia,
& Haythornthwaite, 1996). In addition to personal attachments, there can be a strong
attachment to the organization to which they are participating. Strong ties are more
accessible and willing to be helpful (Levin & Cross, 2004).

Granovetter (1973) also studied weak ties and community organization. As a part
of his thesis research in the 1960s, he interviewed people who changed jobs to ascertain
how they found their new positions. He found that many people found information about
new positions through personal contacts. However, these contacts were acquaintances
rather than close personal friends (Easley & Kleinberg, 2010). This led Granovetter
(1973) to develop his theory of strong and weak ties. He determined that if in a
community each person was tied to every other person in the group and to none outside,
the organization would be severely inhibited. While media information could reach all
the members of the community, people rarely act on such mass-media information unless

it is also transmitted through personal ties (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Rogers, 1995).
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According to Granovetter (1973), “Weak ties are more likely to link members of different
small groups than are strong ones, which tend to be concentrated within particular
groups” (p. 1376).

The diffusion of information is influenced by social network structure (Friedkin,
1982). As Friedkin (1982) determined, “Though weak ties may be less efficient than
strong ties in promoting information flow, they may be nonetheless more important than
strong ties in promoting information flow about activities outside a group” (p. 274).
While weak ties may be less efficient contributors, they are important simply because of
their number of connections (p.284). Constant et al. (1996) further hypothesized that
“Advice from more diverse ties will be more useful than advice from less diverse ties,”
(p. 120) but found in actuality that advice from a less diverse group increased its
usefulness. Also, weak ties account more for the dissemination of information outside of
the organization. Finally, people maintain more weak ties than strong ties, and this
increases the flow of information. On the negative side, there is a lower probability of
information flow based on weak ties alone. Weak ties have been found to be
instrumental in finding a job, diffusing ideas (Granovetter M. , 1983; Rogers, 1995),
sharing public information (Uzzi & Lancaster, 2003) and technical advice (Constant,
Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996).

Experiments on information sharing in some networks have found that some
organizations do share knowledge and help others, even to remote strangers they will
never meet (Constant, Kiesler, & Sproull, 1994). This is despite the fact that the
availability of electronic communication technology is no guarantee that there will

actually be a sharing of knowledge. These networks are made up of individuals who
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choose to participate; some of these are sponsored by a specific organization or
professional association (Wasko & Faraj, 2005). While it could be argued that in the
absence of strong ties, help from weak ties might not be forthcoming or of a low quality,
researchers found this not to be the case. Organizational motivation would also play a
part (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996).

Knowledge has been viewed as a public good related to communities (Wasko &
Faraj, 2000), something that can only be provided if the group members contribute. Each
community has its own language and rules. Three Usenet groups, similar to bulletin
boards, were examined by Wasko and Faraj (2000). Participation in these groups was
voluntary and people posted and replied to messages in an asynchronous text-only
message system. When a message was posted it was visible to all readers, and little
information about the participants was available other than an email address and what
was disclosed by the posted. Wasko and Faraj categorized 531 comments through
content analysis to determine why people participated in the community. It was
determined that the participants believe that knowledge sharing was the right thing to do
and that they also had a desire to advance the community as a whole. They found that
members acted out of community interest rather than self-interest, and that self-interest
impeded the functioning of the community.

In an experiment, Constant, Kiesler and Sproull (1994) studied employees in an
11,000 person firm. 208 employees in a two week period asked “does anyone know”
questions and received 1,600 answers to those questions, mostly from strangers. Sharing
can have a positive effect on the identity and inner qualities, and have direct personal

benefits. Information was categorized into two groups, product or expertise, correlating
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to tangible and intangible information. Information as a product was viewed to be the
produce of reciprocal exchange and social transmission. However, information as
expertise was perceived to be a part of themselves. This tied into their identity and self-
worth. Bock et al. (2005) found in group knowledge sharing the reciprocal relationship
affected the attitudes toward the sharing of knowledge. The more favorable the attitude
toward knowledge sharing is, the greater the intention to share knowledge.

Computer networks make it easy and inexpensive to ask advice through the
Internet (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996). While a network is a set of relations
between objects, social networks refer to the relationships between people. This can be
used to describe such Internet locations as Facebook, Twitter, Linked in and bulletin
boards. It can also refer to relationships in a more broad sense (Trefalt, 2014). People
would rather turn to other people as opposed to documents to solve a problem (Allen,
1977; Cross & Sproull, 2004; Mintzberg, 1973; Pelz & Andrews, 1966). Relationships
have been important in finding information (Burt, 1992). As Ellison, Gibbs and Weber
(2015) describe it, social network site users “are influenced by site norms, which may be
understood differently among users” (p. 107). A user is defined as “any individual who
creates an account and agrees to the site’s terms of service and other policies” (p. 107).
The audience “Can be global, limited to one’s entire friend network, or targeted to
subsets of one’s articulated network™ (p. 107). They are primarily used for social and
interpersonal goals.

The issue of why individuals help virtual strangers, or those who have weak ties,
where there is no immediate benefit to the contributor, and where those who are not

members of the group can obtain the same knowledge as members has been discussed by
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a number of scholars. Those who are looking for answers have no control over who sees
their questions or whether they will actually get a response. Those who contribute
knowledge have no assurance that the favor will be returned. This contrasts with face to
face communication, where people know each other and there are expectations of
obligation and reciprocity. In an electronic network, individuals access the network,
review the questions posed, decide on what they will answer, and then contribute a
response in their own personal time (Wasko & Faraj, 2005). Help on a computer network
is founded on organizational citizenship (Bateman & Organ, 1983; Brief & Motowidlo,
1986). In Constant, Sproull, and Kiesler’s (1996) study, useful advice was received
despite the lack of a personal connection between the parties. Weak ties provided more
useful information. The number of replies did not relate to the usefulness of the
information, or the solution of the problems. Replies of people responding due to
organizational motivation were found by Constant to be more useful. The transmission
of ideas in a group was found by Dokko, Kane and Tortoriello (2014) to depend in part
on the psychological attachment to the entity. The person formulating the answer must
thing that their contribution will have value to others and, as a result, will derive personal
benefits to the poster. Building an online reputation is a strong motivator for the
contributor so that one’s reputation in the group can be enhanced (Wasko & Faraj, 2005).
There would also have to be an element of trust from intermediary personal
contacts. Levin (1999) found that when there was trust in strong ties, knowledge transfer
between scientists and engineers occurred, but trust alone could substitute when there
were weak ties. McAllister (1995) found there were two types of trust: affect based and

cognition based. Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) distinguished this as benevolence,
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which has a high affect component, and competence, which is cognition based. Levin
and Cross (2004) concluded that “while benevolence-based trust improves the usefulness
of both tacit and explicit knowledge exchange, competence-based trust is especially
important for tacit knowledge exchange” (p. 1486).

Wasko and Faraj (2005) studied message postings on a bulletin board of a
professional association. They determined that “a didactic link is created between two
individuals when one responds to another’s posting” (p. 44) while studying the number of
messages exchanged and the number of persons to whom the messages responded. A
total of 3,000 messages were posted by 604 participants in the network in the time frame
studied. This assessed the social capital among the participants in her study (. 44). They
concluded that social capital “develops and plays an important role underlying
knowledge exchange, despite the media richness limitations inherent in online
communication” (p. 50). Those individuals who were connected to the greatest number
of others were more likely to have longer lasting contributions to the group. It was also
concluded that it is important to have a critical mass of active participants to sustain an
online community. Individuals contributed a large volume of information in her study
even though they had no expectation of reciprocity. On the other hand, direct reciprocity
was not necessary to sustain communication in these communities.

Researchers have begun to evaluate the question of tie strength from active social
media sites like Facebook (Easley & Kleinberg, 2010). Marlow et al. (2009) analyzed
the friendship links contained in the user profiles to determine whether there were strong
ties present. They found three types of links: 1) there was reciprocal communication if

the user sent and received messages to the person at the other end of the link; 2) there was
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one way communication if the user sent one or more messages to that person; 3) there
was a maintained relationship if the user followed information about the other person by
clicking on a link in the Facebook feed, or visiting the other person’s page more than

once. These ties are not mutually exclusive and can overlap.

All Friends Maintained Relationships

Figure 15. Four different views of a Facebook user’s network neighborhood,
showing the structure of links corresponding respectively to all declared friendships,
maintained relationships, one-way communication, and reciprocal (i.e. mutual)
communication (Marlow, Byron, & Rosenn, 2009).
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Figure 16. Active network sizes. The number of links corresponding to
maintained relationships, one-way communication, and reciprocal communication as
a function of the total neighborhood size for users on Facebook (Marlow, Byron, &
Rosenn, 2009).

This study confirmed that even when people had a large number of friends on
their Facebook pages, greater than 500, the number with whom they actually
communicated was between 10 and 20 and the number that they actually followed was
under 50 (Marlow, Byron, & Rosenn, 2009). Marlow et al. (2009) theorized that there
was a third kind of tie, which they called “passive engagement.” Those in this category
would keep reading news about those to whom they were linked even though they did not
communicate with them.

Similar to Marlow’s study, Huberman, Romero and Wu (2009) analyzed Twitter

links. For each user, they took the number of people who that user followed and then

defined the strong ties of the user to be those to whom at least two messages were
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directed over the observation period. For those with over 1,000 followers, there were

below 50 to whom there were strong ties.

D. Uses and Gratifications Theory

An overview of the uses and gratifications theory and its application to online
communities, including the multiplication of the uses of the theory, and commercial and
marketing applications, is discussed below. By utilizing this theory, it can be studied
why certain forms of media have been selected by users. This is the theory used in the
within study to investigate the ways in which the information ascertained through

TheKnot.com forum is processed by those who frequent it.

1. History of Theory

The uses and gratifications theory was established to “study the gratifications that
attract and hold audiences to the kinds of media and the types of content that satisfy their
social and psychological needs” (Ruggiero, 2000, p. 3). In 1959, sociologist Elihu Katz
was the first to use the “uses and gratifications” term and looked beyond “what do the
media do to people?” and instead focused on “what do people do with the media?” (Katz,
1959, p. 2). Historically, this theory emerged as researchers focused on the idea of an
active audience. Scholars noted “that although both uses and effects sought to explain
the outcomes or consequences from mass communication, they did so by recognizing the
potential for audience initiative and activity” (Ruggiero, 2000, p. 8). Audience activity
was thought to be variable because individuals have different ways of exhibiting

engagement at different times in different settings. Audience activity can range from
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both high to low levels of involvement. For example, individuals, especially if confined
to a home or under stress, can form high levels of attachment to media, such as television,
newspapers, and communication technologies (Ruggiero, 2000).

Uses and gratifications theory gives prominence to how and why individuals use
media to satisfy needs (Klapper, 1963). Prior research utilizing the uses and gratifications
theory focused on the motivation and behavior of an audience member and involved the
use of certain mass media, particularly television, where certain programs were found to
be related to specific human needs (Eighmey & McCord, 1998). Rubin (1994) defines
these needs as including information acquisition, escape, emotional release,
companionship, reality exploration, and value reinforcement. In regard to television,
fulfillment can come from *“a medium’s content (e.g. watching a specific programme),
from familiarity with a genre within the medium (e.g. watching soap operas), from
general exposure to the medium (e.g. watching TV), and from the social context with
which it is used (e.g. watching TV with the family)” (Chandler, 1994, p. 1). The uses and
gratifications theory has been studied related to specific television genres, a sampling of
which include soap operas (Alexander, 1985; Babrow, 1987; Perse, 1986), news
programs (Palmgreen, Wenner, & Rayburn, 1980; Rubin A. M., 1981; Rubin & Perse,
1987), reality television (Nabi, Stitt, Halford, & Finnerty, 2006; Papacharissi &
Mendelson, 2007), and religious television (Abelman, 1987; Korpi & Kim, 1986;
Pettersson, 1986). Beyond television, this theory has also been utilized to discuss talk
radio (Armstrong & Rubin, 1989; Surlin, 1986; Turow, 1974) and magazine reading
(Payne, Severn, & Dozier, 1988).

Rosengren (1974) proposed that individuals utilize media while evoking
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perceived problems and perceived solutions. For each viewer,

The problems and solutions constitute different motives for gratification

behavior that can come from using the media or from other activities.

Together the media use or other behaviors produce gratification (or non-

gratification) that has an impact on the individual or society, thereby

starting the process anew (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994, p. 352).

This definition of fulfillment is true as well when one examines virtual Internet
communities. These virtual communities (VCs) are popular social environments in
which interaction occurs though a sharing of ideas, information and advice. This
interaction would be impossible or too expensive through traditional media (Chan & Li,
2010).

The uses and gratifications theory has subsequently been applied to computer
mediated communication and virtual communities. The Internet is the most rapidly
developing new medium in history (Eighmey & McCord, 1998). As a result, it is the
subject of growing business interest, and advertisers are examining the ways in which the
sources on the Internet are successful and useful to consumers. This would enable them
to not only provide information to the visitors of a website, but to individualize this
information to each unique visitor (Eighmey & McCord, 1998, p. 187).

More recently, the uses and gratifications theory has been employed for social
media including friend-networking sites (e.g. MySpace and Facebook) (Leung, 2013;
Park, Kee, & Valenzuela, 2009; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Wang, Tchernev, &
Solloway, 2012), Twitter (Chen, 2011), and online gaming (Wu, Wang, & Tsai, 2010).
Most notably, it has also been applied to the Internet (Charney & Greenberg, 2001,

Dimmick, Kline, & Stafford, 2000; Eighmey & McCord, 1998; Ferguson & Perse, 2000;

Flanagin & Metzger, 2001; Kaye, 1998; Korgaonkar & Wolin, 1999; LaRose, Mastro, &
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Eastin, 2001; Lin, 1999; Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000; Parker & Plank, 2000; Perse &
Greenberg-Dunn, 1998).

Research regarding new media shows that the Internet is used either for
information or entertainment (the “content”) or for the experience of using the media,
such as browsing the Internet. These have been termed content gratifications and process
gratifications (Stafford, Stafford, & Schkade, 2004). In content gratifications, the focus
is the message and in process gratifications, it is the actual use of the medium. Stafford,
Stafford and Schkade (2004) gave the example that Internet users could be motivated by
the enjoyment of random browsing, or by the desire for specific information from a
specific Web site.

Online communities provide both content and process gratifications.
Asynchronous communities allow content to be posted and explored immediately as well
as in the future. This allows for many users to post questions and receive feedback on
their thoughts and feelings, making it a content process. Other users can share their
experiences in an effort to entertain or inform the original poster. Online communities
also provide users who have interest in learning about different topics the opportunity to
read a message when it is first posted, for example, and then return back to it the next day
or the next month, if desired, which is a process gratification. The process of choosing
which topics to open and explore satisfies the inquisitiveness of many participants.

Historically, the uses and gratifications theory has been prominent in the
beginning of each new mass communications form, such as newspapers, radio, television,
and the Internet. Ruggiero (2000) notes that personal computers have been linked to the

fulfillment of gratifications such as social identity, interpersonal communication,
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parasocial interaction, companionship, escape, entertainment, and surveillance. As new
communication technologies rapidly materialize, the range of possible topics for uses and
gratifications research also multiplies. This flexibility is particularly important as we are
living in an information age in which “computer-mediated communication permeates
every aspect of our individual and social lives” (p. 28).

Eighmey and McCord (1998) conducted a study which involved 31 participants
who were selected so that the group would reasonably represent the user base of the
Internet at the time of the study. Five websites were selected, representing major brands
well known to consumers, receiving favorable reviews in the press, and representing a
diverse range of approaches and industries. The five websites were then compared using
nine groups of factors and 16 scalar items. This study called attention to the importance
of organizational ideas and considerations of efficiency in the use of website design
features. In the information age, people want information. This study indicates members
of the World Wide Web audience are attracted to information that adds value in both
form and substance, but that the information must reach visitors in a time period
commensurate with the perceived value of the information (Eighmey & McCord, 1998).

The commercial aspect of virtual communities (VCs) was also discussed by Zhao,
Lu, Wang, Chau and Zhang (2012). These commercially oriented VCs establish
relationships among online strangers and provide important complementary information
sources of products and services, by are also characterized by weak ties, geographical
dispersion. A sense of belonging is a vital factor in the success of such a VC and is
reflected by the “emotional attachment of the user to the virtual community” (Zhao, Lu,

Wang, Chau, & Zhang, 2012, p. 574). A sense of belonging in a virtual community will
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lead to a positive outcome. Participation in a VC usually refers to behaviors of sharing
with and getting information, experiences, opinions, or knowledge from other users in the
VVC. Their study addresses which factors would cultivate the sense of belonging of
members in a VC, and what factors would encourage the participation in the VC in terms
of getting and sharing information, experiences, and knowledge. It was found that a
sense of belonging was the most significant factor in participation, and that emotional
attachment in a VC was an important factor in converting an inactive member to an
active one. They concluded that VC providers should focus on cultivating the members’
sense of belonging. The sense of belonging will make the members want to share
knowledge, and that this desire is greater than the intention to get knowledge. The sense
of belonging could be enhanced by organizing activities where members could get
familiar with each other in face to face meetings, or by increasing personal exposure,
such as by showing photographs. This would strengthen the economic value of the VC
and demonstrated that trust was regarded as the primary factor of emotional involvement.
In regard to relationship marketing, McWilliam (2000) discussed the potential
benefits of real time chat room communications and discussions in forums on bulletin
boards. By making sure that consumers can interact freely with each other and build a
friendly online community, marketers can follow consumers’ perceptions about and
feelings toward the brand in real time. These sites provide a forum for exchange of
common interests, a sense of place with codes of behavior, the development of congenial
and stimulating dialogues leading to relationships based on trust, and encouragement for

active participation by more than an exclusive few. This depends on professional and
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volunteer managers communicating with each other, while volunteer members interact
with other members (McWilliam, 2000).

The question of whether or not a community can evolve over time was discussed
by Chmiel et al. (2011). Threads of communications in an online bulletin board were
grouped together and a moving average of the emotion type of the last 10 comments was
calculated. It was shown that longer threads had more changes in emotional variance. It
was also determined that negative emotion levels not only prolong discussions but can
also damage cooperation among community members.

Shao (2009) examined user-generated media such as You Tube, MySpace, and
Wikipedia to investigate how and why they are used, and what makes them appealing,
through a uses and gratifications perspective. He concluded that the participants interact
with the content as well as with other users for enhancing social connections and virtual
communities.

The uses and gratification theory attempts to answer these questions by focusing
on what people will do with the information obtained during media usage. It seeks to
discover what is gained through media consumption and the context within which it
happens. Yet, the content of the media is not the only determinant. According to
McQuail (2010), gratification from media can be linked to information seeking, personal

identity, integration and social interaction, as well as entertainment.

2. Application to Online Communities
The uses and gratifications theory can be applied to commercial and marketing

aspects of online communities, as is exemplified by TheKnot.com. Many interesting
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studies and theories have added to research which forms the framework for CMC and
online community studies. For example, Ahern and Durrington (1995) studied a CMC
environment in which one condition had a high level of group communication in contrast
to one which had individual anonymity. A group of students, who had been taking
courses together for approximately two or three years prior to this study and had
established a high level of group identity, participated in a computer-mediated small
group discussion. The researchers found that there was a sustained interaction sequence
where each message builds context for the following message in succession. The
availability of anonymity “encourages not only the participation of the individual
members but also, in conjunction with the graphic-based interface, a more dynamic
interpersonal multichannel interaction” (Ahern & Durrington, 1995, p. 6). While
anonymity provided a safe environment in which to present one’s opinion, it also broke
down the group’s ability to sequence interaction, engaging individuals only 50% of the
time. In contrast, with a graphical interface, students engaged in coherent interpersonal
interaction 62% of the time (Ahern & Durrington, 1995).

Healy (1996) noted that “The Internet, however, promotes uniformity more than
diversity, homogeneity more than heterogeneity” (p. 62). This is because on the Internet,
“talk tends not to get ‘overheard’; the boundaries separating virtual conversants are less
substantial, but their effect is more dramatic. Two virtual places may be “separated’ by
only a keystroke, but their inhabitants will never meet. Virtual encounters, as a result of
their potential anonymous, fleeting nature, do not oblige their participants to deal with
diversity” (p. 62). Dahlberg (2001) noted that research shows “even groups focused upon

issues expected to involve diverse opinions often simply develop into ideologically
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homogeneous communities of interest” (p. 618). When diversity is introduced, the
individual representing the dissenting point of view is labeled as an outsider and others in
the group may agree or choose not to disagree with the individuals representing the more
popular view.

A number of different theories have been used in connection with Internet
communication, including the uses and gratifications theory. Walther (1996) comments,
“It is interesting to consider that the interactive quality of Internet communications
implicitly connotes drastically different comparisons among different types of
communication scholars who have different kinds of training” (p. 640). What follows are
studies of online bulletin boards and the uses and gratifications theory and the findings of
Trammell, Tarkowski , Hofmokl, & Sapp (2006) related to Polish bloggers, Ginossar
(2008) related to online cancer communities, and Park, Kee and Valenzuela (2009)
related to Facebook groups.

A qualitative content analysis of Polish blogs was performed, aimed at
understanding the content elements and user-initiated features (Trammell, Tarkowski,
Hofmokl, & Sapp, 2006). Most notable was the theoretical framework of the uses and
gratifications theory. This study concluded that self-expression was the primary
motivation for blog posts, and Polish bloggers were driven more by a desire for self-
expression than by social interaction. Uses and gratifications was used because the
framework is “built on the assumption that individuals pursue media-related behaviors
based on specific predispositions or motive and social-psychological characteristics” (p.
705). It enabled the user’s motivations and resulting gratifications to be ascertained.

Motivations were found to be driven through basic technical and content characteristics



129

(Papacharissi, 2004). Allowing readers to leave contents signified a social interaction
motivation, and by discussing one’s thoughts and feelings in a blog, self-expression was
utilized. Their study focuses on the textual and visual content of Polish blogs and it
employed quantitative content analysis using a coding structure. Only the front pages of
the blogs were analyzed, and this entry page was the unit of analysis. A list of the users
was created using a webcrawler. The blogs were categorized by entertainment,
information, self-expression, passing time, and professional advancement. It was
concluded that bloggers found particular gratification in expressing themselves in a
forum where what they wrote was available to all. Topics were examined to provide
further insight, and these included stories about school, meetings with friends, family life,
dating, and going shopping. Blogging was found to be a medium that was also useful in
outside life as an additional communication channel.

The uses and gratifications theory was also applied as a theoretical framework in
the study of online cancer communities (Ginossar, 2008). A content analysis method was
utilized by analyzing e-mail messages, which allowed for a direct examination of the
actual uses of these groups. A link from the National Cancer Institute Web site server
was selected, and the e-mail messages were analyzed according to a specific speech act.
Messages were coded by the following categories: information seeking, information-
reply, unsolicited information, emotional support only, political/advocacy, conflict, and
other. It was noted that while prior studies in the content of communication did not apply
uses and gratifications as a theoretical framework, findings now indicate that it is useful
for studying “information and emotional support seeking in computer support groups”

(pp. 352-353).
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The uses and gratifications theory was also applied in a study by Park, Kee and
Valenzuela (2009), which examined how Facebook groups were linked with life
satisfaction, social trust, and political and civic engagement. Participants in the project
were given a list of 16 statements regarding their use of Facebook groups and the
following four needs were revealed for using Facebook groups: socializing,
entertainment, self-status seeking, and information.

Internet users progress from initially gathering information to increased social
activities (Walther, 1995). At first, the user will browse for information purposes, to
learn about the particular online site (Kozinets, 1999). In reading about the experiences
of others, a reader may then become a frequent participant, and will then visit other sites
that have third-party information recommended by the members of the virtual
community. It is this type of communication that TheKnot.com seeks to encourage.
Kozinets (1999) defines four member groups: tourists, minglers, devotees, and insiders.
Tourists lack strong social ties to the group and only maintain a passing interest in the
activities. The minglers maintain strong social ties, but are only marginally interested in
the activities of the group. Devotees have a strong interest in the activities of the group,
but few social ties. Insiders have strong social ties and strong personal ties to the activity.

It is these last two groups that the organizers of TheKnot.com want to pursue.
Under the rule of 80-20, approximately eighty per cent of products and services are
consumed by twenty per cent of the consumers (Kozinets, 1999). This would apply as
well to online communities, where most of the interactions would be performed by a
small number of participants. The community itself could encourage those who are

tourists or minglers to upgrade their status.
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Figure 17. Types of virtual community of consumption member (Kozinets, 1999).

These roles suggest that marketers should follow strategies that appeal to each of
these categories of computer mediated interactions. There is also a shift of power away
from marketers and toward consumers, as consumers avoid marketing strategies that they
find to be offensive. Also, consumers are more and more linking their tastes together as a
community, and place great weight on the judgments of those in their communities. A
growing number of Web users express their knowledge and experiences about products
and services (de Valck, van Bruggen, & Wierenga, 2009). As Kozinets (1999) expresses
it, “Virtual communities of consumption provide multiple opportunities for marketers to
move beyond a simple bimodal isolation of consumers. In order to truly understand what
customer needs, consumption must be seen from a social context that encompasses multi-
nodal relations” (p. 265).

Virtual communities function as reference groups, where they talk about their
purchases and tastes. In addition, group members are more likely to participate if they

identify with the group and its aims. Group norms of behavior occur when there is
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prolonged, computer mediated communication. In addition, online communities have
rules that group members must follow to maintain membership in the community. There
are often written rules that must be followed. This all leads to an environment where the
online and offline personas cross. As de Valck et al. (2009) expresses it, “Informational
reference group influence is a process of internalization of the perceived norms and
opinions of the reference group as evidence about reality” (p. 187). This is most likely to
occur when the person who obtains the information believes that the sender is
knowledgeable about the subject and has no personal gain motive to give an opinion
about the product or service (de Valck, van Bruggen, & Wierenga, 2009).

Bickart and Schindler (2001) investigated consumer behavior in online bulletin
boards. They determined that online information produced by other consumers was
perceived as more credible and reliable than marketer driven information. There is
greater interest in and purchase intention of products discussed in these boards. Okleshen
and Grossbart (1998) determined if participants view themselves as members of these
groups they are more likely to have the other group members influence their consumer
habits. Such word of mouth references result in community members becoming part of

the “marketing force” (Nelson & Otnes, 2005, p. 91).

E. Content Gratifications and Process Gratifications

The uses and gratifications approach began in the 1940s in research concerning
the effects of radio programs on their audience (Eighmey & McCord, 1998). People were
asked about the self-reported perceptions and satisfactions they received from the

medium. For example, radio program audience members were asked their reactions to
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quiz programs (Lazarsfeld, 1940). This theory was also used in television (Rubin, 1994),
where audience member behavior and motivation was focused upon. The audience
members were seen as active gratification seekers interacting with the media rather than
as passive recipients (Williams, Phillips, & Lum, 1987).

This expanded to analysis of university bulletin boards and other media. For
example, Rafaeli (1986) found that bulletin boards served as mass media, because users
reported recreation, entertainment and diversion, learning what others think, controversial
content, and communication with others as gratifications received. Additionally,
Swanson (1987) discussed the need to understand the role of message content.

While the uses and gratifications theory has been criticized (Ruggiero, 2000), this
is not relevant to the research study being conducted. His criticism focused on the fact
that users might not know why they choose what they are using, it is difficult to measure
if the data is self-reported, and as a result, the theory may have weak predictive
capabilities. None of these factors are present herein.

According to Stafford, Stafford, and Schkade (2004), there are three types of
gratifications: 1) Content gratifications — This is concerned with the message in the
content of the medium, whether it be through entertainment or information. 2) Process
gratifications — These are concerned with the actual use of a medium, and would include
such usages as surfing the Internet, or using a new technology. And lastly, 3) Social
gratifications — These are concerned with the social gratifications achieved by the users.

Media can be used for the content contained in it, either for information or
entertainment. These are referred to as content gratifications. Content gratifications are

concerned with the messages contained in the media. Users are motivated by the desire
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for specific informational content. In process gratifications, it is the actual use of the
medium itself that provides the gratification. Gratification would be provided by random
browsing and navigation. The act of random browsing would be gratifying to the user in
this category. The third category, social gratification, is the use of the Internet by the
consumer for social purposes. (Cutler & Danowski, 1980; Armstrong & Hagel, 1996). In
the research discussed in this study, the relevant gratifications are content gratifications
and social gratifications, as the message in the medium and its social implications is
being explored rather than the use of the medium itself. It would not be possible to make
a random post on the site studied in this paper.

A study was conducted by Stafford, Stafford, and Schkade (2004) which utilized a
45-item scale to identify content gratifications, process gratifications, and social
gratifications. It was this study that was the introduction of social gratifications. Song,
Larose, Eastin and Lin (2004) categorized seven gratifications which applied specifically
to the Internet. These were virtual community, information seeking, aesthetic experience,
monetary compensation, diversion, personal status, and relationship maintenance. The
category of virtual community was a new gratification. Hanjun (2000) found that there
was a connection between the motivational factors of the users and the types of websites
they visited.

Recreation, entertainment, and diversion were found to be three gratifications
discussed by Rafaeli (1986) of the use of university computer bulletin boards. Eighmey
and McCord (1998) studied the motivations of users of commercial websites, and found
that relevance, information, and entertainment value were the three major reasons why

the users visited those sites. Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) discovered five motivations
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why people used the Internet: interpersonal utility; to pass time; information seeking;

convenience; and entertainment.

F. Content Analysis and Intercoder Reliability

The uses and gratifications theory can be further explored through content
analysis. Neuendorf (2002) defines content analysis as “the systematic, objective
qualitative analysis of message characteristics” (p. 1). It is a method of analyzing
documents, so that when classified into the same categories, words and phrases have the
same meaning (Elo & Kyngas, 2008). Writing at Colorado State notes, “Researchers
quantify and analyze the presence, meanings and relationships of such words and
concepts, then make inferences about the messages within the texts, the writer(s), the
audience, and even the culture and time of which these are a part” (Colorado State
University, 2015).

Content analysis is a method by which written, verbal or visual communication
can be analyzed (Cole, 1988) and was first used to examine hymns, newspaper and
magazine articles, advertisements and political speeches in the nineteenth century
(Harwood & Garry, 2003). By the 1940s, content analysis was already widely used,
despite the difficulty in examining texts without the use of a computer, and by the 1950s,
methods became more sophisticated and focuses on concepts (Colorado State University,
2015).

There are three main phases for content analysis: preparation, organizing and

reporting. Preparation is the selection of the unit to be analyzed. Then the data is coded
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into categories so that there is a means of describing the phenomenon (Elo & Kyngaés,
2008).

At the heart of the content analysis method is intercoder reliability, which insures
that independent judges make the same decisions in evaluating the characteristics of
messages (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002). This determines whether different
coders who receive the same training and textual guidance will categorize the same value
to the same piece of content. If there is no such agreement, there is no determination that
the data is reliable (Joyce, 2013).

Content analysis was described by Berelson (1952) as “a research technique for
the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest content of
communication” (p. 18). Kolbe and Burnett (1991) defined it as “an observational
research method that is used to systematically evaluate the symbolic content of all forms
of recorded communication. These communications can also be analyzed at many levels
(image, word, roles, etc.), thereby creating a realm of research opportunities” (p. 243).

Content analysis is uniquely relevant to the discussion of computer mediated
communication. In all online environments, students exchange messages with one
another. Email and discussion boards are the two most used tools (De Wever, Schellens,
Valcke, & Van Keer, 2006). At first, research based on such discussions was restricted to
gathering qualitative data about levels of participation (Henri, 1992). However, this did
not distinguish the quality of interactions in email and bulletin boards. Therefore, content
analysis was developed to analyze the information from asynchronous discussion groups,
which is consistent with the goal of content analysis “to reveal information that is not

situated at the surface of the transcripts. To be able to provide convincing evidence
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about the learning and the knowledge construction that is taking place, in-depth
understanding of the online discussions is needed” (De Wever, Schellens, Valcke, & Van
Keer, 2006, p. 7).

The De Wever et al. (2006) study involved what they called “transcript analysis,”
which is a context analysis technique that is “a research methodology that builds on
procedures to make valid inferences from text” (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer,
2001, p. 10). De Wever, Schellens, Valcke, and Van Keer (2006) began with the choice
of the unit of analysis to perform the content analysis. They noted that researchers could
consider each individual sentence as a single unit, or to identify a consistent theme or
idea in a message and to use that as the method or analysis, or to take the complete
message posted at a certain moment in the discussion as the unit of analysis. Any of
these three choices would be acceptable. As they expressed it, “The choice for a unit of
analysis is dependent on the context and should be well-considered, because changes to
the size of this unit will affect coding decisions and comparability of outcome” (p. 9).

As Tinsley and Weiss (2000) express it, intercoder reliability is essential because
it measures the “extent to which the different judges tend to assign exactly the same
rating to each object” (p. 98). There are two types of coding, information on the surface,
and latent content beneath the surface (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002). For
latent content, coders must provide subjective interpretations, which as Potter and
Levine-Donnerstein (1999) describe, “only increases the importance of making the case
that the judgments of coders are intersubjective, that is, those judgments, while

subjectively derived, are shared across coders, and the meaning therefore is also likely to
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reach out to readers of the research” (p. 266). Coders must be given instruction on the
types of variables, their values and their definitions (Joyce, 2013).

Additionally, intercoder reliability must be established when utilizing content
analysis. Intercoder reliability is measured by having two or more coders categorize the
units, which may be programs, scenes, articles, stories or words, for example, and then
use these categories to calculate a numerical value for the extent of agreement among the
coders. At a minimum, the researcher creates the set to be used and has the coders make
coding decisions independently and under the same conditions. After this is achieved the
researcher calculates one or more indicators of reliability. There are only a handful of
methods available to accomplish this and there is a scarcity in information available
about them (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002).

One such indicator is percent agreement, which is the percentage of all coding
decisions made by pairs of coders on which the coders agree. This ranges from .00,
which represents no agreement, to 1.00, which would be perfect agreement. This method
is simple, intuitive, and easy to calculate. However, its drawback is that it fails to
account for agreement that might agree simply by chance. This occurs more frequently if
there are few categories in a coding scheme. This is the easiest to compute and the
easiest to interpret. It becomes less reliable if three coders or cases are used.

A second indicator is Holsti’s Method, a variation on the percent agreement
index, which is considered a poor method since it calculates across a set of variables and
different units. Scott’s Pi takes into account the number of categories and the distribution
of values across them. However, this index is considered to find coding results to be too

low. It also does not account for differences in the way individual coders can distribute
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their values across the coding categories. Cohen’s Kappa is also considered to be too
conservative in its results. For example, even if there is perfect agreement, there is a
maximum value less than 1.00. As a result, this is used only in specialized cases.
(Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002). Krippendorff’s Alpha allows for any
number of coders and can accounts for chance agreements. However, it is very complex
and it is difficult to calculate. Krippendorff’s Alpha “takes into account the magnitude of
the misses, adjusting for whether the variable is measured as nominal, ordinal, interval, or
ratio” (De Wever, Schellens, Valcke, & Van Keer, 2006, p. 10).

As a result, there is no consensus on the best index to be used for intercoder
reliability. For example, Cohen’s Kappa is widely used for coding behavior, while
Cronbach’s Alpha has been found to be inappropriate for intercoder reliability (Lombard,
Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002).

Hughes and Garrett (1990) conducted a study of 68 articles in Journal of
Marketing Research, Journal of Marketing, and Journal of Consumer Research during
1984 and 1987 and found that 65% used percent agreement. Kang, Kara, Laskey and
Seaton (1993) reviewed 22 articles published in the Journal of Advertising between 1981
and 1990 that employed content analysis and found that 78% used percentage agreement.
Pasadeos, Huhman, Standley and Wilson (1995) examined 163 content analyses of news
messages in four journals, Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, Newspaper
Research Journal, Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media and Journal of
Communication for the period between 1988 and 1993, and found that more than 51% of
the articles did not address reliability at all, 31% used percent agreement, 10% used

Scott’s pi and 6% used Holsti’s method.
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G. Interaction in Online Groups through Content Analysis

There are various specific techniques used to perform analysis of Internet
discussions (Catterall & Maclaran, 2002; Jones, 1999; Kozinets, 1998; Sherry &
Kozinets, 2001; Thomsen, Straubhaar, & Bolyard, 1998). Kozinets (2002) introduced the
method of netnography. This is “a written account resulting from fieldwork studying the
culture and communities that emerge from online, computer-mediated, or Internet-based
communications” (p. 197).

De Valck et al. (2009) used netnography to study the interaction of members of a
culinary community. The purpose of the study was to gain insight into how the members
communicated and influenced each other in forum discussions. De Valck et al. followed
forum discussions and contributions as well as visited member pages and read articles.
They also participated in an offline community gathering, interviewed several
participants, and systematically reviewed all topics discussed in the forums in a twelve
month period. This consisted of 94 threads which were deemed to be interesting. The
observation was further narrowed into 53 relevant discussion threads, which were found
to be centered on cooking. The total posts investigated totaled 3163 by 82 different
contributors. 54% of the group was categorized as core members, 42% was
conversationalist, and 4% was classified as informationalists (de Valck, van Bruggen, &
Wierenga, 2009, p. 197). The conclusions of the study were based on a content analysis
of the postings. The discussions were found to be of four types: 1) sharing knowledge
(discussions contained a lot of information); 2) negotiating norms (defining what is the
accepted community practice); 3) opposing values (opposition to the norm); and 4)

celebrating similarities (joyful identification) (p. 198).
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Netnography was also used by Nelson and Otnes (2005) to study brides-to-be
while they planned multi-cultural weddings on three message boards. That method was
chosen, according to the authors, because it allowed the researcher to gain access to
discussions by observing and/or participating on publicly available online forums. The
first author conducted observations virtually, by observing and participating in
discussions and archived messages on the forums of theknot.com, ultimatewedding.com
and weddingchannel.com. Approximately 400 postings from brides-to-be in 16 different
countries over a one year period were analyzed. Nelson read the posts and categorized
them by using Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method. Co-author
Otnes audited these classifications and made suggestions in the interpretation.

The term content analysis originated in 1952 with Bernard Berelson. He
described it as “A research technique for the objective, systematic and quantitative
description of the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p. 74). It
developed as a scientific method during World War 11 when Harold Lasswell undertook a
governmental war project to analyze enemy propaganda. Lasswell later wrote The
Language of Politics based on this war project. As Prasad (2008) notes, “Content
denotes what is contained and content analysis is the analysis of what is contained in a
message” (p. 2). Instead of asking people to respond to questions, it takes the
communications that people have produced and unobtrusively evaluates them. Emphasis
is placed on such aspects as system, objectivity, qualification, contest and validity, and
making objective inferences about the message (Prasad, 2008).

Generally speaking, studies using content analysis involve the following six steps:

1. formulation of the research question or objectives; 2. selection of communication
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content and sample; 3. developing content categories; 4. finalizing units of analysis; 5.
preparing a coding schedule, pilot testing and checking inter coder reliabilities; and 6.
analyzing the collected data (Huang, 2010).

Bales’ (1950) Interaction Process Analysis developed an analytical framework for
content analysis. This framework, as will be discussed more fully, reveals group
behavior, member roles, and interaction patterns, particularly the social-emotional and
task-oriented functions. Group activity that can be identified through the framework
includes communication, evaluation, control, decision-making, tension reduction, and
reintegration. Group behavior, according to Bales, is classified into 12 categories.
Categories 1-3 deal with positive social-emotional behavior, including solidarity, tension
release and agreement. Categories 10-12 deal with negative social-emotional behavior:
antagonism, tension, and agreement. According to Bales, social-emotional interaction is
necessary to mediate task-related interaction. Categories 4 to 9 deal with task-oriented
behavior.

This approach was used by Finegold and Cooke (2006) to understand the
attitudes, experiences and dynamics of interaction of students in online groups on the
discussion board of the City University, Northampton Square, London in the academic
year 2004-05. As will be shown, the researchers modified Bales’ (1950) categories still
further. Questionnaires, interviews, document analysis and discussion board analysis
were utilized, and it was determined that the students enjoyed working in online groups
and found the discussion board useful, but gave preference to other communication

methods. Similarly, Huang (2010) classified topics on online bulletin boards into at least
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two areas: inquiry, which would be a topic requesting advice or information, and
argumentation, which would be a post for or against an opinion (p. 201).

Malik and Coulson (2010) utilized content analysis for infertility patient groups
which turned to online support groups to seek information, advice, and support. The data
used were messages posted to seven sub-boards of a UK peer-moderated online infertility
support group. There were 864 discussion threads containing 17,686 messages between
January and April 2008. Since the group did not require any form of registration to read
the board, it was considered to be in the public domain. Content analysis was used to
analyze the messages, based on the categories of social support of Cutrona and Suhr
(1992). Each posting was analyzed for the presence of ten categories coded for self-help
mechanisms. Online support groups were found to be helpful in promoting emotional
support and self-disclosure, enabling the health care professionals to learn more and
develop more resources to assist.

Content analysis consisting of sampling 1200 posts from a medical self-help
bulletin board was performed by Amsbary and Powell (2013). Boards with eating
disorders, depression, drug addiction and care giving support were analyzed. Posts were
categorized solely according to certain wording, and qualified by eleven categories from
Northouse and Northouse (2004). These included instillation of hope, feeling of
universality, imparting specific information, feeling of altruism, approximate family
relationships, improve relating skills, imitative behavior, interpersonal learning,
cohesiveness, catharsis, and existential factors. A count and percentage was made of

each category. It was found that the preponderance of messages related to advice giving.
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Messages from a Huntington’s disease online support group were analyzed by
content analysis (Coulson, Buchanan, & Aubeeluck, 2007). In total, 1313 messages were
content analyzed using a modified version of the social support behavior code developed
by Cutrona and Suhr (1992). This was used to assess the frequency of support behaviors
that were categorized by five main groups: information support, esteem support, network
support, emotional support, and tangible assistance. The research team modified this as
necessary; for example the subcategory “listening” was eliminated, and the subcategory
“physical affection” was modified to “virtual affection.” A subcategory called
*anchorage” was created. Each message was coded and calculated based on the five
main categories. Emotional and informational support was found to be the key functions

of this online group, followed by network support.

1. Bales’ Interaction Process Analysis

Social psychologist Robert P. Bales classified behavior “act by act, as it occurs in
small face-to-face groups, and a series of ways of analyzing the data to obtain indices
descriptive of group process, and derivatively, of factors influencing that process” and
termed this “interaction process analysis” (Bales, 1950, p. 258). He grouped these into
twelve observation categories. They are as follows:

1. Shows solidarity (raises other’s status, gives help reward)

2, Shows tension release (jokes, laughs, shows satisfaction)

3. Agrees (shows passive acceptance, understands, concurs, complies)

4. Gives suggestion (direction, implying autonomy for other)

5. Gives opinion (evaluation, analysis, expresses feeling, wish)
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6. Gives orientation (information, repents, clarifies, confirms)

7. Asks for orientation (information, repetition, confirmation)

8. Asks for opinion (evaluation, analysis, expression of feeling)
9. Asks for suggestion (direction, possible ways of action)

10. Disagrees (shows passive rejection, formality, withholds help)
11. Shows tension (asks for help, withdraws out of field)

12. Shows antagonism (deflates other’s status, defends or asserts self)

These categories were further arranged to show the mental state of the observer,
although not included on the observation form. They were arranged into a series of
complementary pairs from the center pair outward. Thus, 6 and 7 were paired; 8 and 5,
and so on (p. 258).

These categories were also grouped into four sets. The first three categories were
labeled “A: Social-Emotional Area: Positive Reactions.” Categories 4 through 6 were
labeled “B: Task Area: Attempted Answers.” Categories 7 through 9 were “C: Task
Area: Questions” and 10 through 12 were “D: Social-Emotional Area: Negative
Reactions.” This produced six interlocking functional problems: problems of orientation,
evaluation, control, decision, tension-management, and integration (pp. 258-259).

A scorer would observe a group and would proceed in three stages. The first
would be to decide what the situation is like, the second is to decide what attitudes should
be taken toward the situation, and the third is to decide what to do about it. Because this
method was used to evaluate face-to-face contact, in the case of multiple observers,

reliability required intensive training (p. 262).
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2. Finegold and Cooke Modification

Finegold and Cooke (2006) explored the dynamics of interaction in online groups.
They studied attitudes, experiences and dynamics of interaction of students working in
online groups at City University in London, England. This was done through analysis of
the content and structure of online discussion board messages. The research questions
presented were what were the students’ attitudes toward, and experiences of, working
with groups, and what were the characteristics of group dynamics that could be discerned
in students working in online groups (p. 203).

Finegold and Cooke used questionnaires, interviews and analysis of documents in
their study. Group processes were investigated through comments made by five users in a
university module in which twenty students were enrolled. The module was divided into
groups of four. Six additional students provided comments through a discussion board
and email.

Structural analysis was determined through study of four compulsory university
modules. In each module, one group was selected for both structural and content
analysis. Structural analysis was conducted by calculating each member’s postings as a
percentage of the whole group. The number of those who did not post any message
determined the number of group members not participating. The study also compared the
number of messages posted by full time students against those who were part-time
students (p. 205).

In regard to content analysis of these messages, Finegold and Cooke used the

framework established by Bales. As they stated, “This framework is useful for revealing
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group behavior, member roles, and interaction patterns, particularly the social-emotional
and task-oriented functions” (p. 205).

These researchers altered the Bales framework to account for the online
environment and to establish group interaction.

Categories in italics are additions to the original process analysis.
Social emotional area: positive reactions

1. Shows solidarity, raises other’s status, gives help, reward

2. Shows tension release, jokes, laughs, shows satisfaction

3. Agrees, show passive acceptance, understands, concurs, complies
Task area: attempted answers

4. Gives suggestion, direction, implying autonomy for other

4.1 Gives organization suggestion or direction

4.2 Gives task suggestion or direction

5. Gives opinion, evaluation, analysis, express feeling, wish

5.1 Gives evaluation, analysis, peer review

5.2 Gives opinion, expresses feeling, wish

6. Gives orientation, information, repeats, clarifies, confirms

6.1 Gives personal information (positive social or emotional)

6.2 Gives topic-related information

6.21 Gives non-referential topic-related information: make no reference to

others’ statements

6.22 Gives referential topic-related information: make direct or indirect reference
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to others’ statements
6.3 Gives technical information
Task area: questions
7 Asks for orientation, information, repetition, confirmation
7.1 Asks for technical information or reports a technical problem
7.2 Asks for topic-related information
7.21 Asks for non-referential topic-related information: make no reference to
others’ statements
7.22 Asks for referential topic-related information: make direct or indirect
reference to others’ statements
7.3 Asks for personal information (positive social or emotional)
8 Asks for opinion, evaluation, analysis, expression of feeling
8.1 Asks for evaluation, analysis, peer review
8.2 Asks for opinion, feeling, wish
9. Asks for suggestion, direction, possible way of action
9.1 Asks for organizational suggestion or direction
9.2 Asks for task suggestion or direction
Social emotional area: negative reactions
10 Disagrees, shows passive rejection, formality, withholds help
11 Shows tension, asks for helps, withdraws out of field

12 Shows antagonism, deflates other’s status, defends or asserts self
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Categories 6 and 7 were expanded to giving and asking personal, topic-related

and technical information. Categories 6 and 7 were expanded to reflect how previous

information from group members can affect interaction. Categories 5 and 8 were

subdivided so that there was a distinction between evaluation, analysis and peer review

and that of opinion, feeling, and wish. Categories 4 and 9 were expanded (Finegold &

Cooke, 2006, pp. 203-205).

The unit of analysis for this study was a sentence, and all sentences in each

message for each of the four sample groups were analyzed by assigning them a category

number from the framework developed. If there was more than one category that could

be appropriate, the closest one was determined through reference of the surrounding

context.

b)

The findings of the Finegold and Cooke study were as follows:

Perceived purpose of the asynchronous discussion board in group work: The
discussion board was seen as an acceptable alternative to face-to-face meetings
and the most convenient way of contacting group members. Most preferred the
ability to choose among email, group postings, and face-to face interaction. Some
students only used the discussion board if they were required to do so to
accomplish a group task.

Enjoyment and concerns in online groups: This study concluded that most
students enjoyed working in online groups, although some preferred not to work
in this manner. The most often expressed concerns involved group members not

participating on the discussion board and not participating in group tasks. Finding
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time to participate in group discussions and postings was an issue for some group
members.

Motivation to use the asynchronous discussion board for group work: If the
whole group was able to meet face-to-face, some students were less likely to use
the discussion boards. This was because they were not enthusiastic about
technology and the fact that they would rather spend time on actual course work.
When they did use boards, they stated that they were motivated by a desire to
show progress to the instructor and the other members of the group.

Usefulness, benefits, and challenges of using the asynchronous discussion board
for group work: If the students could not meet face-to-face, they found the
discussion boards useful because they could share ideas, experiences and
resources even though they were physically apart from each other. Some thought
their learning improved because they were able to reflect on messages and
improve their communication skills. Some, however, found the discussion board
to be impersonal and intimidating. In regard to attachments, some students found
this easier to accomplish through e-mail. Others also preferred e-mail because
problems could be discussed in confidence. While some found challenges with
the discussion board, others had no issues at all. The most commonly mentioned
challenge was the time intervals between replies. Some students experienced
anxiety over messages due to a lack of visual clues. The fact that the messages
could not be deleted, updated or searched was cited as a limitation of the message
group studied, and technical problems prevented some students from using the

board.
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Relative importance attributed to face-to-face meetings in online group work:
Most students wanted to meet face-to-face for group work, and that bonding with
group members and explaining complex ideas was easier in person. This was
especially useful in the beginning of group tasks to make initial assignments and
at the end of the task so that the work could be compiled for submission or group
presentation.

Perception of discussion in online group work: Students liked the idea of
discussing issues in smaller groups of three or more students, and they recognized
that it was a good idea to have conversations memorialized on the discussion
board.

Role of the lecturer in online group work: If the lecturer participated in the online
group, that was seen as an advantage by the participants. They thought that the
lecturer should contribute and provide motivation. This would include clarifying
coursework and student progress as well as correcting incorrect student postings.
In addition, some felt that instructors should initiate discussion and address
problems with technology, encourage those not participating, and mediate
disagreements. Most believed that instructors should not allocate group
responsibilities. Some instructors did contribute information, encouragement, and
opinions. Some students, however, did not feel that the participation of an
instructor would make a difference to the group because there was already
sufficient interaction taking place. The same functions that instructors could
provide were already being served by the students, and the students stated that this

kind of feedback was more important.
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h) Process of conducting online group work: Students who were full-time tended to

post more than those who were part-time. Most students stated that there was no
leader in their online group, and that roles were simply assumed. Some thought
an online group leader would be beneficial, while others disagreed. Most students
did not form any rules for how often or when to publish on the board, and
assumed that other group members would view the board regularly.

Factors contributing to the success of online group work: The most important
factor in determining whether an online group was successful was active
participation by its members. Also important was an atmosphere of trust and
respect, shared objectives and being supportive to other group members.
Additional factors for success included group working skills, decision making,
consensus building, and dealing with conflict. Smaller groups were favored over
larger ones. It was important that students were familiar with other group
members to communicate effectively, and being familiar was determined to be
more important than meeting face-to-face. However, it was better to like the
members of the group than to be familiar with them. Interaction could only take
place when the board was functioning technically. Finally, it was the nature of

the task that determined how motivated students were to participate.
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Chapter 5: Individual Interviews
A. Methodology

In an effort to better understand the impact of the participation on the New Jersey
board of TheKnot.com Internet bulletin board and its impact on the uses and
gratifications incorporated into the weddings of the bulletin board participants, a series of
individual interviews were initially conducted. Through interviewing, participants were
able to provide answers to the questions asked of them regarding the gratification
obtained through participation in the New Jersey board of TheKnot.com. Unlike a
survey, which would restrict data collection to previously established answers and
categories, interviewing allowed each individual to explicitly express their feelings and
views about this emerging wedding planning tool.

The questions used in each interview explored the nature of the participation,
media resources utilized, emotional assistance provided, shift in cultural perceptions,
personal experiences of participants, the motivations of participants, the impact of
participation on the individual and their idea of what their wedding should include, and
the broader social/cultural context.

The participant demographics, survey design and procedures, and the ten

interview questions and analysis now will be discussed.

1. Participant Demographics
Subjects were selected to be interviewed from a purposive and convenience
sample of recently married women in northern New Jersey who were members of

TheKnot.com while engaged to be married and planning their weddings. All potential
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participants who were approached and asked to take part in an interview regarding their
experience on the New Jersey board of TheKnot.com agreed to participate. A total of
nine females ranging in age from 22 to 33 were interviewed. Once participants agreed to
be interviewed, they were informed that the purpose of this study was to investigate the
influence of online media exposure which influenced their perceptions and actions
throughout the wedding planning process. An interview time and place that was mutually
convenient for the interviewer and interviewee was arranged.

Subjects were asked to discuss the ways in which online media influenced their
wedding planning and the selections they made. These interviews were all qualitative in
nature, and were looking for personal observations of an oral history nature. My study
was looking at the ways in which these subjects expressed their time using the New
Jersey board of TheKnot.com for their personal experiences in wedding planning, not for
testing a hypothesis. Such responses do not need a large number of interviews and are
consistent with accepted practice in this area. Even a single response would have
provided information regarding the topic surveyed, and after conducting nine interviews,
it was felt by this researcher that sufficient evidence had been obtained on the desired
topic.

When conducting qualitative research, a commonly asked question is “how many
interviews are enough?” The National Centre for Research Methods asked this question
to 14 renowned social scientists and 5 early career researchers. Most responded “it
depends,” based on the research aims and objectives, the epistemic communities, and
available time and resources (Baker & Edwards, 2012, p. 2). Those interviewed were

renowned social scientists who had expertise in social research. They were asked to
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respond to the key question “What advice would you give a student who asked you how
many interviews they should carry out for their
qualitative research project?” (p. 2)

The pioneering qualitative researcher, Harry Wolcott, noted:

That is, of course, a perennial question if not a great one. The answer, as with all

things qualitative, is “it depends.” It depends on your resources, how important

the question is to the research, and even to how many respondents are enough to
satisfy committee members for a dissertation. For many qualitative studies one
respondent is all you need — your person of interest. But in general the old rule
seems to hold that you keep asking as long as you are getting different answers,
and that is a reminder that with our little samples we can’t establish frequencies
but we should be able to find the RANGE of responses. Whatever the way the

question is handled, the best answer is to report fully how it was resolved (pp. 3-

4).

Patricia and Peter Adler advised that the number was determined by the research
objective. They differentiated between quantitative approached that attempt to describe
and understand what people do with qualitative approaches that attempt to understand
how and why people perceive, reflect, interpret, and interact. Adler and Adler indicated
that quantitative researchers usually have an idea of how many cases will be needed to
test a hypothesis, while qualitative research is exploratory by nature and the number of
subjects needed would not be determined in advance (pp. 4-5).

Charles Ragin emphasizes that in a qualitative study, once the researcher finds
that the evidence is so repetitive, there is no need to continue the study. Baker and
Edomon note, “Thus for Ragin, Walcott and many of the other experts, saturation is
central to qualitative sampling” (p. 5). Louisa Passerini and Linda Sandino note that one

interview is valid within oral history and a single qualitative interview can provide

sufficient subjectivity. Jennifer Mason advises researchers to consider whether a greater
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or fewer number of interviews would produce the desired outcome. While an
inexperienced researcher might want to conduct more interviews because this is
perceived as “better,” this is not necessarily the case, according to Mason. Tracey Jensen
identifies “the need within qualitative research to build a convincing analytical narrative
based on ‘richenss, complexity and detail’ rather than statistical logic” (p. 5). Howard
Becker advises that researchers should begin early in their process to start thinking about
what evidence they will need to complete their research, and this varies from project to
project.

Though every attempt was made to interview a diverse sample population, it must
be noted that the sample population was selected from a very specific group of recently
married women who had utilized the New Jersey board of TheKnot.com. However, the
information gathered from the interviews is an initial attempt to explain the motivations
and practices of engaged women going through the ritual of planning a wedding and has

provided a starting point for further study in this area.

2. Survey Design and Procedures

Prior to conducting each interview, an informed consent form was given to each
participant, who was then asked to sign it. The informed consent form included
statements regarding the focus of the study, confidentiality and voluntary participation.
At this time, participants also learned that the answers they were about to provide would
only be used for research purposes. Participants were also notified that their identity

would not be elicited or disclosed in this study. Each interview and participant was
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assigned a number and will only be identified by that number. The transcribed interview
sessions also preserve anonymity. After consent was given, the interview began.

Each interview lasted between 15 and 20 minutes and was digitally taped to
record participants’ answers to a series of interview questions and demographic
questions: age, date of engagement, join date on TheKnot.com, and date of marriage.
After each interview was completed, the session was transcribed with the assistance of

the digital recorder to preserve the accuracy of the responses.

3. Interview Questions and Analysis

a. Q1: Please tell me how you started participating in the New Jersey
board on TheKnot.com

When asked how each subject began participating on the New Jersey board of
TheKnot.com, interviewees indicated they were either referred by a friend (6
participants) or came upon the site through a search engine (2 participants), or Internet
advertisement (1 participant). Some signed up to become full-access members
immediately after discovering this community (5 participants). Others perused the posts
of the New Jersey board before signing up with a unique member moniker (4
participants).

During the period when two of the participants became members and were
utilizing the New Jersey board to read messages but did not contribute to the community
as an active, posting member, these women referred to themselves as “lurkers.” This

distinction was important to them to clarify because at the time when they were referred
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to the board or discovered it, neither woman was engaged. Participant 2 explained,
“When a friend of mine got engaged, | started lurking on there and then when | got
engaged, | just immediately started posting.” Participant 1 adds, “I had looked at it before
I was engaged a little bit, but didn’t post anything. And then once | got engaged, | signed
on [to post] then.” They discovered from their lurking that it is a community taboo on the
New Jersey board to make any post if one is not yet officially engaged. Members who
contributed to the New Jersey board who were not engaged were shunned by members
who felt legitimized by their classification as engaged women. While the bulletin board
had no official restrictions for membership, the members of the New Jersey board and
presumably other wedding planning-related boards on the site, created their own in- and

out-group beginning with their classification of being engaged.

b. Q2: How did the New Jersey board on TheKnot.com assist you in
planning your wedding?

The women received assistance with many wedding ceremony and reception
elements from their participation in the New Jersey board at TheKnot.com. Participant 6
was thoroughly satisfied with the help she received from the New Jersey board on
TheKnot.com. She indicates, “l would not have had the same wedding without [the New
Jersey board]. It helped me with everything tremendously. Any time | needed a
recommendation for something, | posted and had ten responses in a few minutes. | am
really grateful to [the board] because it is such a good resource.” This sentiment was
echoed by Participant 9 who initially “knew nothing about planning a wedding or what

was involved. It became overwhelming thinking of all of the little details. But I was able
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to ‘steal’ ideas from other women [on the New Jersey board] and had a gorgeous
wedding.”

Specifically, ideas for decorating, dresses, hairstyles, favors, venues, invitations,
readings and vendors such as photographers, deejays, and florists were mentioned by the
interviewees. For favors, Participant 8 received the name of a vendor who specialized in
making caramel apples for her fall themed wedding from the New Jersey board and also
purchased gifts she gave to her bridesmaids’ from another bride-to-be who was reselling
them at a discount. When a new vendor was needed, Participant 7 turned to the New
Jersey board for assistance:

I remember when | was doing photography, we had actually picked a

photographer and we got cold feet about them and wanted to change, but

we didn’t have too much time left. So we went on there and people

recommended another photographer and it went really smoothly. Instead

of getting anxiety over it, it was really nice because everyone was so

helpful in being able to give recommendations. That is probably the

biggest thing that | remember because it worked so well. And that really

helped out a lot.

The interviewees also learned of additional wedding paraphernalia that was
unfamiliar to them until they began frequenting the board. Participant 1 made ribbon
wands so “when you leave the church, instead of throwing rice in the air, you wave a
wand that has ribbons on it” and contemplated crafting out-of-town bags for when guests
arrive at the hotel at which the bride has blocked rooms off for the wedding guests. In
these out-of-town bags are “water, and snacks, and directions to different [local] things”
so guests can make the most of their time in the vicinity near the wedding location. A

unity candle was used by Participant 2 and her husband during their ceremony. She

explains how during the ceremony, “my husband’s mother and my mother came up and
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lit two candles. Using those two candles, my husband and I lit the unity candle together to
symbolize our unity together as a couple” and the symbolic joining of the two families.

Another popular wedding planning must have for the engaged women on the
board was a save the date, or STD. According to Participant 2, “a save the date is an
announcement you send out maybe a year before the wedding to inform [guests] about
your wedding so they can make travel arrangements and arrange to be at the wedding.”
This communication informs the recipients that a wedding invitation for that date will be
forthcoming. Therefore, do not make other plans for that day.

The New Jersey board also proved useful for other unique circumstances. The
online nature of the board assisted Participant 5 and Participant 9 as these women
planned their weddings in New Jersey while living in California and Maryland.
Participant 4 claims she did not use the board “that much for planning my wedding. 1
was mostly on it just to pass time, like chat with people. Once in a while I would throw
ideas out there, but | don’t think | really took anything away from it.” For her, the social
aspect of the community was paramount to the potential resources that could be found
from the other members. She still considered herself an active and accepted member of
the group, but chose to focus her time fulfilling a social need to connect with others at a
similar time in their lives over a material need to plan an elaborate wedding. Participant
3 found comfort through the board in the fact that it “helped to bounce ideas back and
forth with [other posters] and get new ideas and unique ideas as far as having a wedding
and resources and tips and advice and just non-wedding stuff, too.”

Participant 7 summed up her experience by stating,

Being able to chat with a lot of other brides at the time, you could ask
questions, they would give you answers. If you had ideas, if someone
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used it already, they could tell you how it went and it was really, really

good in terms of being able to get an idea of what you think would be

good and what wouldn’t be good. Especially when you first start planning

a wedding, you’re kind of overwhelmed by how much there is to do. It

was kind of nice to have a comfort zone of other people going through it

and being able to help you step-by-step.

c. Q3: How did the board make you feel during your engagement?

While planning their weddings, participants were able to receive daily
affirmation, as well as criticism, related to their choices on the New Jersey board.
Participant 1 received compliments on her wedding dress and also received input from
other brides who were also planning around a similar theme as she. However, she found
that the way she asked her questions of others, as well as her point of view on certain
wedding rituals that she may or may not have been including, influenced the responses
she received. She noted, “If | had an idea and they didn’t like it, they’d let me know if
they didn’t share the same belief...and sometimes [my ideas] weren’t accepted very well
if I had a different point of view.”

Overall, participants felt the board made their wedding planning a positive
experience. Participant 1 indicated the New Jersey board made her feel “Excited. 1 think
it made me feel really excited to be planning. And the positives definitely outweighed
the negatives.” When describing her experience, Participant 7 relayed that the board
made her feel “really good” throughout because

At the time | was on, there were a lot of really great people. | was

constantly talking with them all day long and if I had a question,

they would respond. It made me feel really good about what I was

planning due to the compliments about what a great job | was

doing. It was really great just getting to meet new people through
the process.
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Participants 3 and 5 relied on the information they received on the board to find
local vendors. This was extremely helpful for Participant 5, who was planning her New
Jersey wedding while living in California and was unsure what typical costs for the area
were and what should be included in the various packages vendors offered. The board
gave her an outlet to vent her frustration as well as giving her a place to bounce ideas off
people. Participant 3 read “rants and raves” from others to help her select a
photographer. As a bonus, she and Participant 6 felt fortunate to make new friends going
through the same emotional rollercoaster related to wedding planning. Participant 2
echoed these feelings. She noted

They were very supportive of different things that I did and it was

very informative so it was a good group to go to if you had a

question because a lot of my girlfriends didn’t get engaged or even

have boyfriends at the time, so it was a way to bounce off ideas

with other people.

Participant 4 also felt the New Jersey board was useful since her friends were
already married and were not interested in talking with her about her wedding the same
way other engaged women on the board were when she needed to talk to someone.
Likewise, the board was described as an invaluable resource for Participant 9.

Everything was not always smooth sailing and easygoing on the New Jersey
board. For her experience, Participant 8 noted how things were “sometimes good,
sometimes not so good,” though most of the time it was good. She explained how one of
the girls on the New Jersey board started “picking” on one of the other girls and
Participant 8 felt by standing up for the girl that was being singled out, in turn, she was

the new target and felt she was getting attacked unnecessarily herself. She explained her

experience by adding
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I think when you have girls who don’t really know one another and

there are a lot of girls that have a lot of questions, people tend to

jump down their throats. And then they get on a rampage how

people are annoying and it just gets — it tended to get very catty at

times in there. If you stuck to the wedding planning and only saw

the wedding planning part of it, it was a great resource to vent, to

get ideas. But when it became catty, I just pretty much logged off.

d. Q4: Please tell me about any ways your ideas about your wedding
changed after you began participating in the board.

Once these brides-to-be came together online to discuss their weddings, many
participants’ ideas about their wedding changed. When thinking about a reception
location, Participant 2 had an idea in her mind of the type of place she wanted to utilize.
She was able to rely on the influence of others’ past weddings and their experiences at
various potential locations to help her plan the event she envisioned. Participant 6 added
more details to her wedding than she would have otherwise. For example, at the end of
the ceremony, her guests blew bubbles instead of throwing the traditional rice. She also
chose to have a card box to hold wedding cards from her guests and decorated the aisle of
her church with rose petals. The favors Participant 7 gave to her guests were first
identified through the New Jersey board. Through referrals, she found an appropriate
cookie cutter and a recommended baker. In the end, she felt “It went over really well and
the baker was phenomenal. That was a big thing that | wasn’t originally intending on
doing.” Without the New Jersey board, these participants would not have been aware of
these elements to include in their wedding day.

A confidence boost was a result Participant 5 experienced. She designed her

programs, ceremony decorations, place cards, favors, and menu cards and successfully

executed all these elements for her wedding day. Through the New Jersey board, she was
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able to buy her supplies for less money from Web sites she was directed to by others on
the board, cutting costs from the bottom line of her budget. Participant 7 was also
pleased with the unique ideas that were presented by brides-to-be on the New Jersey
board noting, “Before | was planning, | never would have thought to do anything on my
own.”

On the other hand, Participant 1 felt monetarily she ended up spending far more
money due to other peoples’ ideas. There were many things that interested her and she
ultimately chose to include in her wedding day. She felt her budgeting suffered because
“after seeing ideas, there were just things that I had to have, had to do...that made me
spend more money” than she had initially planned. Participant 3 was also influenced by
ideas from other engaged women. She felt there were “trends” at the time she was
planning and she found herself wanting to do things because it was what other brides-to-
be were including. For her own wedding, she included a projection of her wedding
monogram on the wall of the reception hall, commissioned a monogram aisle runner for
her wedding ceremony, and elaborate gifts for her bridesmaids to thank them for their
support and participation. She feels she “found herself giving more, doing above and
beyond the norm just because other people were doing it. It was just the cool thing to do.
So that’s how I got sucked in” to spending additional money.

While others may have been influenced by new ideas on the New Jersey board,
Participant 4 indicates she always knew what she wanted and did not sway from that. For
her, the New Jersey board was a place for social interaction more than wedding planning.
Participant 9 also felt confident in her vision before joining the online bulletin board. She

indicated her ideas did not change, but the details made her day more elaborate.
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e. Q5: What were your relationships with other people on the board
like?

Relationships with other brides-to-be on the New Jersey board varied from
participant to participant. Participants 2 and 6 both made note of the fact that their
experiences were overall positive, but there were some disagreements and drama-filled
situations between some of the members of the board. Participant 1 compared her
experiences to high school, noting a “popular crowd, the unpopular crowd, and the people
in the middle.” Personally, she felt like she was not a member of either extreme and
admittedly “didn’t cause any problems and gave everyone pretty much positive
feedback.”

Participants 2 and 3 noted that often, the virtual relationships formed led to face-
to-face encounters, termed “get-togethers” or GTG for short. At these GTGs,
Participants 3 and 7 described how groups as large as 15 or as small as 4 would meet at a
public location, such as a restaurant, mainly to continue their discussion of wedding
plans. These GTGs also led to further meetings between some of the women beyond
wedding planning and strong ties were developed that continue to this day, as described
by Participant 4. She explained how five contacts from the New Jersey board went from
being virtual acquaintances to real life friends and have remained friends to this day.
While Participant 5 never met any of the women she spoke to until right before her
wedding took place, she was very pleased to describe how she did indeed meet the
women she talked with online. For Participant 9, she became close with a few women,
and one in particular she is still in touch with on a daily basis and their children now play

together. She began her friendship with the other woman when they learned they were
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“date twins” while planning their weddings. They were married on the same day and
coincidently, had daughters four days apart in age. Participant 8 felt

The get-togethers were awesome. You’re talking to people for nine

months, a year, sometimes a year and a half and they’re helping you and

you’re helping them. You’re venting to each other and you’re being

supportive during the process and then you get to put a face to the name

and it’s really cool. It was a different experience for me because I’ve

never not known somebody and then hung out with them outside of [the

board]. My [now] husband thought I was crazy because | was going to

meet people from the Internet. He just didn’t get it. But it was a lot of fun

and a really nice way to, like I said, put a face to a name and the sit there

and talk and relate. You have this huge thing in common with somebody

else and they’re going through exactly the same thing you’re going though

so it’s like a calming presence. It’s very calming to know there are other

people going through it, too.

Participant 7 felt that overall, her experience was very positive. She explained
how “I just found a lot of people that were going through the same thing | was going
through and it was nice to have that comfort through it all. You get to know that they’re
doing the same thing that you’re doing. It’s great for that type of process because there is
so much going on and not all your close friends are going through the same thing so they
don’t quite understand.” This echoes the experiences participants noted when asked

about their overall experience with the board earlier in the interview.

f. QG6: Please tell me about any ways your wedding budget changed
after you began participating in the board.
As the participants discussed wedding plans with others on the New Jersey board,
wedding budgets underwent some revisions and scrutiny by each bride-to-be. Prior to her
wedding planning, Participant 1 had said in the past that she would rent a dress because

she did not want to spend the money on one. She explained how that quickly changed
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and indicated that she visited approximately five dress salons in her hunt for the perfect
dress, which ultimately did cost more than the amount she had once envisioned.

Participant 2 used information gathered from others on the board to set her
budget. Initially, she and her fiancé did not have a budget for certain wedding elements,
such as the reception site or flowers. Based on what others indicated they paid to their
vendors and what was included in those prices, they decided what they wanted and what
an acceptable price to pay would be. In particular, she found it very helpful for her
favors.

Participant 4’s