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a b s t r a c t

Snapchat is a social media platform that allows users to send images, videos, and text with a specified
amount of time for the receiver(s) to view the content before it becomes permanently inaccessible to the
receiver. Using focus group methodology and in-depth interviews, the current study sought to under-
stand young adult (18e23 years old; n ¼ 34) perceptions of how Snapchat behaviors influenced their
interpersonal relationships (family, friends, and romantic). Young adults indicated that Snapchat served
as a double-edged swordda communication modality that could lead to relational challenges, but also
facilitate more congruent communication within young adult interpersonal relationships.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Technology is now a regular part of contemporary young adult
(18e25 years old) life (Coyne, Padilla-Walker, & Howard, 2013;
Vaterlaus, Jones, Patten, & Cook, 2015). With technological
convergence (i.e. accessibility of multiple media on one device;
Brown & Bobkowski, 2011) young adults can access both enter-
tainment media (e.g., television, music) and social media (e.g., so-
cial networking, text messaging) on a single device. Among adults,
smartphone ownership is highest among young adults (85% of
18e29 year olds; Smith, 2015). Perrin (2015) reported that 90% of
young adults (ages 18e29) use social media. Facebook remains the
most popular social networking platform, but several new social
media apps (i.e., applications) have begun to gain popularity among
young adults (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest; Duggan, Ellison,
Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden, 2015). Considering the high fre-
quency of social media use, Subrahmanyam and Greenfield (2008)
have advocated for more research on how these technologies in-
fluence interpersonal relationships. The current exploratory study
aterlaus), Kathryn_barnett@
(C. Roche), youngja2@unk.
was designed to understand the perceived role of Snapchat (see
www.snapchat.com) in young adults' interpersonal relationships
(i.e. family, social, and romantic).

1. Theoretical framework

Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G) purports that media and
technology users are active, self-aware, and goal directed (Katz,
Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973). Technology consumers link their
need gratification with specific technology options, which puts
different technology sources in competition with one another to
satisfy a consumer's needs. Since the emergence of U&G nearly 80
years ago, there have been significant advances in media and
technology, which have resulted in many more media and tech-
nology options for consumers (Ruggiero, 2000). Writing about the
internet and U&G in 2000, Roggiero forecasted: “If the internet is a
technology that many predict will be genuinely transformative, it
will lead to profound changes in media users' personal and social
habits and roles” (p.28). Advances in accessibility to the internet
and the development of social media, including Snapchat, provide
support for the validity of this prediction. Despite the advances in
technology, the needs users seek to gratify are likely more consis-
tent over time. Supporting this point Katz, Gurevitch, and Haas
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(1973) concluded:

“… media-related needs are not, by and large, generated by the
media. Most predate the emergence of the media and, properly,
ought to be viewed within the wider range of human needs. As
such, they have always been, and remain, satisfied in a variety of
ways….” (p.179)

The psychological and social needs that have been focused on
using U&G in large part include the strengthening or weakening of
connection with family, friends, and the world through media-
human interactions (Katz, Gurevitch et al., 1973). The active me-
dia user makes selections of media to gratify needs based on
“media content, exposure to media per se, and the social context”
(Katz, Blumler et al., 1973, p. 514). Young adulthood is marked by
increased autonomy (i.e., developing independence from parents
while maintaining connection) from parents (Zimmer-Gembeck &
Collins, 2003) and many in this age group enroll in institutions of
higher education (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015).
In this transitionary stage of life young adults may rely on social
media to gratify their need for social and family connections. Young
adults in this study were asked how Snapchat use influenced their
interpersonal relationships. This study could provide insight into
how young adults perceive their relational needs are (or are not)
gratified through Snapchat use and potentially highlight the spe-
cific features of Snapchat that contribute (or do not contribute) to
this need gratification.

2. Snapchat

Launched in 2011 by two young adults, Snapchat is a social
media app where users can share snaps (i.e., pictures and short
videos that can include text and drawings) with friends that ‘dis-
appeardforeverdin a matter of seconds’ (Colao, 2012; para 1;
www.snapchat.com). The sender can determine how long the
viewer can view the Snap (between one and ten seconds).
Although, it is possible for the receivers of snaps to take a screen
shot on their device and save the photo, but the sender is notified
when a snap is saved. Snapchat also uses an algorithm to calculate
who the user snaps the most, which allows for public identification
of who the users' “best friends” are (see https://support.snapchat.
com/a/bestfriends). The Pew Research Center only recently began
tracking the number of adult Snapchat users (Duggan, 2013).
Duggan (2015) indicated that 17% of adult smartphone owners use
Snapchat. Among the adult population, young adults (18e29 years
old) are the age group with the largest number (41%) of Snapchat
users (Duggan, 2015).

3. Snapchat and young adult interpersonal relationships

In our review of literature we found only two published articles
with Snapchat as the primary focus, albeit one of the two studies
focused on the legal implications of this social media platform (see
Young, 2014). Because snaps can disappear, Snapchat has largely
been discussed in popular media (see Colao, 2012) and one of the
limited published papers (see Young, 2014) as a new platform for
sexting (i.e., sending sexual images via text messaging). However,
when European young adults (n ¼ 77) were asked what content
they sent via Snapchat they most frequently mentioned that they
sent funny things (98.7%), pictures of themselves (85.7%), and pic-
tures of what they are currently doing (85.7%; Utz, Muscanell, &
Cameran, 2015). Only 13% of young adults reported using the app
for sexting. Furthermore, Roesner Gill, and Kohno (2014) indicated
that less than two percent of adults (n ¼ 127; 18e64 years old) in
the United States used Snapchat primarily for sexting and the
majority used Snapchat for non-sensitive content (e.g., silly,
mundane). At present, beyond providing a platform for sharing
embarrassing or sexual pictures, little is known about the perceived
influence of Snapchat on young adult interpersonal relationships.

3.1. Family relationships

Young adulthood is a developmental time period marked by
some increases in independence while continuing to rely on par-
ents for a variety of resources (e.g., financial, emotional; Aquilino,
2006). Little is known about how young adults and their parents
use media and technology (Coyne et al., 2013). There have been
mixed findings concerning the influence of social networking on
the parent-young adult relationship (Gentzler, Oberhauser,
Westerman, & Nadorff, 2011; Ramsey, Gentzler, Morey,
Oberhauser, & Westerman, 2013). Some young adults reported
more conflict when they communicated with their parents via
social networking (Gentzler et al., 2011), but the finding was not
validated in a follow-up study (Ramsey et al., 2013).

A more recent study observed that young adults do use cell
phones to text their parents and siblings (Crosswhite, Rice, & Asay,
2014). The young adults ranked reasons for texting family mem-
bers, which included: (1) sharing information, (2) planning activ-
ities, (3) having general conversation, and (4) sending pictures and
jokes. Young adults may or may not prefer texting over Snapchat,
but from a U&G perspective they would actively decide which one
wouldmeet their social needs in their current context. Snapchat is a
mobile app and young adults may use the platform to communicate
with family members for similar reasons that they report for
texting family members. Providing some support for this proposi-
tion, Utz et al. (2015) reported that the second highest ranking
motivation for using Snapchat among their young adult partici-
pants was to keep in touch with family and friends.

3.2. Social and romantic relationships

Close friendships and romantic relationships are both common
relationships for the majority of young adults (Collins & Madsen,
2006). Young adults consider their romantic partners and friends
to be the most important people in their relational circles (Barry,
Madsen, Nelson, Carroll, & Badger, 2009; Collins & Laursen,
2004). Social media has been presented as a way to initiate and
progress social and romantic relationships (Yang, Brown, & Braun,
2014). In fact, Yang and colleagues indicated that young adults
(n¼ 34) have begun to create a sequence of appropriate technology
mediated communication as social and romantic relationships
develop. Young adults start relationships by getting acquainted on
Facebook, progress to instant messaging, possibly exchange cell
phone numbers as a next step, and then meet in person if all went
well in previous technology mediated interactions. Young adults
indicated that violating the sequenced order of the communication
modalities could inhibit or jeopardize the interpersonal relation-
ship. The data that were used to identify this connection between
relationship progression and technology were collected in 2008,
before the emergence of several new social media apps, including
Snapchat. Yang et al. (2014) conclude that “researchers should
continue to examine the sequence of media selection as the media
environment becomesmore advanced and existing communication
technologies keep integrating more features” (p. 20).

Snapchat has been conceptualized as a more private form of
communication and is an “escape from the public one-to-many
communication that is the default on Facebook” (Utz et al., 2015,
p. 4). Some privacy is expectant to allow for self-disclosure and
intimate communication processes to occur in the development
and maintenance of interpersonal relationships, and these
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processes “… can be aided or hindered by different communication
media and their varying affordances. These affordances may make
different media more effective and appropriate in one type of
relationship or another” (Yang et al., 2014, p. 21). It may be that
Snapchat emerges in the technology sequence of interpersonal
relationship development at a similar time period to texting,
because of the privacy afforded by Snapchat.

The private nature of Snapchat may also have some negative
consequences for romantic relationships in young adulthood. Utz
et al. (2015) compared Snapchat and Facebook use among young
adults. They reported that higher rates of young adult jealousywere
present for Snapchat use when a young adults' romantic partner
added a previous romantic partner to their network or their partner
was communicating with someone of the opposite sex that was
unknown to the young adult. This makes sense in the context that
snaps can bemade to disappear in amatter of seconds, leaving little
evidence of extra-relational communication. In summarizing the
current research, Snapchat may facilitate private communication
and be a step in the relational process that enhances young adult
relationships and, on the other hand, may have negative conse-
quences for interpersonal relationships. More research is needed to
clarify the role Snapchat plays in young adult interpersonal
relationships.

4. Purpose of the current study

Young adults spend more time with technology than any other
daily activity (Coyne et al., 2013). As technology has become an
important part of young adult daily life it is essential to learn about
the influences of technology on young adult interpersonal re-
lationships (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; Yang et al., 2014).
Research indicates that young adults are motivated to use Snapchat
to stay connected with family and friends and that Snapchat is
associated with increased jealousy in some relational contexts (Utz
et al., 2015). Still, “other interpersonal consequences should be
examined in addition to jealousy” (Utz et al., 2015, p.5) in relation to
Snapchat. This qualitative exploratory study was framed by U&G
and designed to begin to identify the perceived influence of
Snapchat behaviors on young adult interpersonal relationships by
providing rich descriptions derived from contemporary young
adults. Young adult perceptions are important to unveil because
perceptions can influence behavioral outcomes (Taylor, 2014). The
study was guided by the following research question:

How do young adults perceive Snapchat use influences their
interpersonal relationships (parent-child, sibling, social, and
romantic relationships)?

5. Methods

5.1. Design

A qualitative focus group approach was selected to capture a
range of ideas about Snapchat's perceived influence on young adult
interpersonal relationships (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Focus group
methodology has been shown to be an effective method for un-
derstanding young adults' lived experiences with technology
(Melander, 2010). Individual in-depth semi-structured interviews
were also included to increase the trustworthiness of the results
(e.g., multiple methods; Vaterlaus & Higginbotham, 2011).

5.2. Sample

Young adults were recruited from undergraduate classes at a
Midwestern university in the United States. A total of 34 young
adults (female n ¼ 27; male n ¼ 7) between the ages of 18 and 23
(mean age ¼ 20.4) elected to participate in one of the eight focus
groups. The reported university class standing of young adults was
as follows: 6% freshman, 32% sophomore, 35% juniors, and 27%
seniors. Participants reported that they were Caucasian (82%) and
Latino/Hispanic (18%); and the majority of the participants indi-
cated their marital status as single (94%). Most of the young adult
adults (97%) lived in a residence away from their parents. The
young adults ranged from sending zero to 70 snaps per day (m¼ 13
snaps per day). The larger part of the young adult sample reported
sending between one and 10 (47%) and 16e30 (27%) snaps per day.

5.3. Data collection and analysis

For the purpose of this study eight focus groups, ranging from 4
to 6 participants per group (an average of 4 participants per group),
were scheduled based on participant availability and to ensure
saturation (i.e., ideas become repetitive and no new information
emerges; Krueger & Casey, 2000). Participants completed a short
demographic questionnaire prior the focus group. Focus groups
were 50e60 min in duration, video recorded, and included open-
ended questions centered on the experience of social media in
relation to young adult daily living, relationships, and health.
Questions specific to Snapchat were used in this study (e.g., “What
is your purpose for using Snapchat?”, “What are your peers' reasons
for using Snapchat?”, “What, if any, is the influence of Snapchat on
romantic relationships in college?”, “What, if any, is the influence of
Snapchat on your relationship with your parents?”). Focus groups
were our primary form of data collection and a potential limitation
of focus groups is that some ideas/topics may be avoided or with-
held in a group setting (Liamputtong, 2011). In the planning stages
of the study we determined that we would individually interview
at minimum four participants (two female and two male) to
identify if any unique information emerged from these interviews
and, if unique information emerged, additional individual in-
terviews would be conducted. Further, the inclusion of individual
in-depth interviews would allow for another data collection
method to increase the trustworthiness of the findings. At the
completion of the focus groups young adults were invited to
participate in individual interviews. Four young adults (female
n¼ 2, male n¼ 2) volunteered for participation in 50e60min semi-
structured in-depth interviews that explored their experience with
social media in daily life. Interviews were audio recorded. No new
topics emerged in the individual interviews, rather interviewees
discussed topics from the focus groups in more depth. All focus
groups and interviews were transcribed.

All information specific to Snapchat was pulled from both the
focus groups and the individual interviews to create a data set to
answer the research question. A qualitative conventional content
analysis approach was selected and implemented (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). Consistent with the analysis approach, two inde-
pendent researchers read the data several times and then high-
lighted exact words from the text that represented participant
experience. The two researchers then met and discussed com-
monalities in the highlighted words, which led to the creation of 19
coding categories. The two researchers independently coded the
data (94% agreement) and disagreements were resolved through
discussion and by consulting the original data. Because four young
adults participated in both focus groups and individual interviews
their contributions to each coding category were only counted
once, even if they brought up the code in their participation in the
focus group and interview. The two researchers then met again to
identify major themes among the 19 codes. Three themes emerged
from among the codes that were “reflective of more than one key
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thought” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1279). Finally, to ensure the
trustworthiness of the results a variation of member checking was
employed (see Tulane, Vaterlaus, & Beckert, 2015a). Ten young
adults (5 male, 5 female) from a similar region as the participants
were asked to review the results section and identify the consis-
tency with their own experience and their peers' experiences. The
young adults reported that the results were representative of their
experience with Snapchat and interpersonal relationships in young
adulthood.

6. Results

Participants (n ¼ 34) detailed the perceived role Snapchat plays
within their relationships with family, friends, and romantic re-
lationships. Table 1 includes the coding categories that make up the
three major themes. The number of responses exceeds the sample
size because individual participants provided more than just one
perception. The three themes included: (a) Snapchat's role in
relational challenges, (b) the functionality of Snapchat within
interpersonal relationships, and (c) enhancing interpersonal re-
lationships with Snapchat. Pseudonyms were used to protect
participant confidentiality. Participant ages are parenthetically
provided in the presentation of the results to add context.

6.1. The role of snapchat in relational challenges

Young adults perceived that Snapchat behaviors could lead to
challenges within their family, social, and romantic relationships.
The types of challenges varied in severity fromminor annoyance to
relational infidelity. Four major subthemes emerged, which
included that Snapchat can become annoying, lead to jealously,
produce generational differences, and facilitate deviant behavior.
Table 1
The perceived influence of Snapchat behaviors in young adult interpersonal relationship

Content area Number of
participant
responses

Example

Theme 1 The role of Snapchat in relational challenges
Generational differences 15 ‘I told my mom about Snapc
Best friends list 11 ‘Snapchat becomes competit

upset.’ (male, 19)
Sexting 8 ‘Sending nude photos to eac
Annoying 7 ‘I've blocked people on Snap

(female, 19)
Snapping outside the relationship

(cheating)
5 ‘I would definitely say people

way you would go about [ch
Private/Erases 5 “[Snaps are] deleted after fo
Screen shot incrimination 3 ‘They'll take risky pictures a

somebody will screen shot i
Cyberbullying 2 ‘…they were making fun of t

“[Ryan] can't hold on to the
Theme 2 Functionality of Snapchat in interpersonal relationships
Chatting through Pictures 12 ‘Snapchatting is pretty much
Cure for Boredom 12 ‘People use Snapchat when t
Used to communicate with a few

people, not the mass
11 ‘I don't Snapchat a lot of peo

Snaps Show Emotion 8 ‘You can tell more feelings t
Theme 3 Snapping to enhance connection in existing relationships
Friends 8 ‘If you're having a really bad

liked“I hope this makes you
Parents 6 ‘You still see [your parents]
Romantic Partners 5 ‘My boyfriend removed all of

and forth.’ (female, 20)
Snapchat reserved for closest

relationships
5 ‘If you're going to Snapchat

Siblings 3 ‘My little brother always sen
Extended family 2 ‘My cousin is actually autisti
Step in the relationship process 2 ‘It's just kind of a way to adv
6.1.1. It's annoying
Some participants suggested that the Snapchat app, in and of

itself, can be annoying in relationships if not “used correctly.”
Participants indicated that snapchatting “correctly” involved
snapping inmoderation. Sending snaps in an excessive amount was
perceived to be annoying. For example, Devin (22) explained, “You
send like a hundred snapchats to everyone a day and it's like
nothing. That's annoying I think.” Sending toomany snaps was seen
as warranted grounds for blocking a person on Snapchat. Young
adults also pointed out that not receiving a response to their snaps
in a reasonable time period or not having the receiver open or view
their snap could lead to “a little bit of friction” within their
relationships.
6.1.2. Jealousy
Participants detailed that the “best friends list”, or the top three

friends that a user sends and receives snaps from, has resulted in
jealousy within their relationships. One young adult (Joe, 19)
divulged that he used to snap a lot, but had not used Snapchat as
much recently. He informed:

So if I send two snaps to someone they're automatically my top
snapchatter…Then other people are like “oh your snapchatting
that person now?”… I would say sometimes [the top friend
feature] becomes competitive on Snapchat. Some people get
pretty upset at stuff like that.

Participants indicated that jealousy relating to the best friend
list could be particularly present in young adult romantic rela-
tionshipsdjealousy arose when romantic partners were not at the
top of their partner's best friends list.
s: results from a qualitative content analysis.

hat and she just thought it was completely pointless’ (male, 19)
ivedWho's your top snapchatters and stuff like that. And some people get pretty

h other ‘cause they think it's safe.’ (male, 23)
chat if they send me snapchats like 12 times a day and I just don't really care.’

feel [Snapchat is] safer than texting. I would definitely say Snapchat would be the
eating].’ (male, 19)
ur seconds.” (female, 20)
nd they think their safe because it goes away after so many seconds but then
t.’ (male, 19)
his one kid because he fumbled a lot for us in football and they had snapchats like
football”’ (male, 19)

chatting through pictures. So you're still talking to them.’ (female, 21)
heir bored. Like look I'm watching this show or something.’ (female, 21)
ple I just kind of stay with the same people.’ (female, 22)

hrough Snapchat.’ (female, 19)

day and your friend sends you a goofy picture and some random writing on it
smile”dit's just a good way to step back from reality.’ (female, 21)

when they're far away.’ (female, 21)
his social media except for Snapchat. So he'll Snapchat me andwe'll Snapchat back

it’s gonna be one of your closest friends.’ (male, 19)

ds me videos of our dog…it's nice to see that.’ (female, 19)
c. So back home my uncle will send videos of him saying goodnight’ (Female, 21)
ance new friendships for me.’ (male, 19)
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6.1.3. Generational differences
The generational differences in parent and young adult per-

ceptions of Snapchat were seen to be a catalyst for misunder-
standing or conflict within the parent-child relationship. Some
young adult respondents noted that their parents simply did not
understand the purpose of Snapchat. For example, Scott (19)
explained, “I told my mom about Snapchat and she just thought it
was completely pointless.” Further, some participants indicated
that their parents thought it was “dumb” or a “waste of time.”

On the other hand, some respondents shared the fact that their
parents were open and willing to use Snapchat, however, they did
not use the app in the way young adults perceived they should.
Marcy (19) marveled:

My mom actually got Snapchat and she's only friends with me
and my sisters. My mom doesn't even understand it. She'll just
send us selfies of herself and she won't say anythingdit will just
be a picture of herself. But like we'll send her photos of like “Oh,
I'm eating” or something important that I'm doing... but she'll
just send us selfies. Like she doesn't understand.

Having generationally different perceptions of the purpose of
Snapchat, or in how to use Snapchat, was viewed by participants to
result in missed opportunities for parent-child closeness or
increased tension in the parent-child relationship.
6.1.4. Deviant behavior
Beyond minor relational disturbances, participants also indi-

cated that Snapchat could facilitate deviant behavior within inter-
personal relationships. Participants specifically discussed cheating,
saving and disseminating incriminating snaps, and cyberbullying.
Since photos on Snapchat are deleted after a set amount of time,
young adults shared that some users utilize the app for “sexting.”
Sexting via Snapchat was reportedly used between romantic
partners, but could also facilitate relational infidelity. Although,
snaps afford the user the opportunity to be more discrete, partici-
pants warned that Snapchat could be a way of identifying cheating
behaviors. Mariana (21) disclosed:

I have a friend and on her boyfriend's phone she found out that
he was cheating on her because of snapchats. Because she kept
seeing this girl's name pop up and she went through his mes-
sages and he was talking to her about inappropriate pictur-
esdso she found out he was cheating on her through Snapchat.

Because images sent through Snapchat are timed and then
disappear young adults perceived that Snapchat provided another
venue for cyberbullying. Participants insisted that some young
adults take snapchats of people without their permissiondthen
use Snapchat to disseminate the image and make fun of people
with their friends. Participants cautioned that even though images
are designed to be “deleted” there are ways, such as taking “screen
shots,” to save the received images, but that the sender could
identify when the receiver screen shots a sent snap. Saving pictures,
that were unintended to be saved by the sender, could lead to
tension in relationships. Alex (19) cautioned:

[Young adults] Snapchat their privates or they'll take risky pic-
tures and they think they're safe because it goes away after so
many seconds. But then somebody will screen shot it and then it
kind of causes a fight … because they'll be like, “why did you
screen shot that?” or “what are you going to do with it?” It's just
kind of criminalizing.
6.2. Functionality of snapchat in interpersonal relationships

Young adults detailed that Snapchat allows the users to
communicate within interpersonal relationships by sending pic-
tures either directly to one another, or sharing it with all of their
friends who they have added to their friends list on the Snapchat
app. Young adults revealed that many Snapchat users only snap a
select, close group of friends, rather than using it as a tool for mass
communication. Participants explained that the app is similar to
texting, however “you can see it visually instead of just text word
format.” The following interchange explicates how participants saw
Snapchat as a valuable communication tool in their close
relationships:

Lucy (22): [Snapchat is for] like, “oh we're here” or “come meet
us.” Snapchat is more of a... I don't know. How do you say it? It's
like a text but with a picture.

Sarah (21): It's a text that you can show your emotion.

Lucy: Yeah! There you go!

Sarah: Because sometimes texting can just get confusing and
you don't know somebody's really saying something I guess.
Because you can't hear their tone of voice, but I guess with a
picture you can put their facial expression with their words and
you can understand a little bit better.

Because Snapchat allows users to send pictures along with text
(i.e., drawn or typed), many participants reported that it allowed for
better understanding of the emotional context of the conversation.
Max (21) remarked:

I think Snapchat is fun to use because instead of just sending a
text that says, “just got out of class” you can send a picture of
yourself looking absolutely miserable, so they knowwhat you're
feeling. It's just kind of being able to see somebody else. That's
how I kind of read people, I see them and I can see their body
language or faces of people. So you can actually connect what
they're saying with how they actually look.

Young adults revealed that they used this hybrid text-image
communication in their relationships when they were bored,
needed to convey a quick message, or as tool to make plans.
6.3. Snapping to enhance connection in existing relationships

Young adults indicated that Snapchat was reserved for their
closest interpersonal relationships. Participants explained that
Snapchat could enhance family relationships, current friendships,
and romantic relationships. Young adults shared that while Snap-
chat allows them to communicate in their existing relationships,
Snapchat is not used to initiate new relationshipsd“Snapchat is
more personal.” Kara (19) added, “Snapchat is talking in a newway.
So I always Snapchat my good friends. I don't just Snapchat random
people, that'd be weird.” A few participants viewed Snapchat as a
“secondary step” or a “next step in the relationship”dfirst building
a relationship through voice or text and then progressing the
relationship with Snapchat to show “what I look like.” This was
consistent with the general perception that Snapchat was used to
enhance existing relationships.

Participants indicated that Snapchat could make existing
friendships “stronger” because the medium allows for “more talk-
ing and interacting.” Participants stated that it was a way to
communicate and remain close with their most “important”
friends. For example, LauriAnn (19) disclosed that her best friend
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was attending a different university and they used Snapchat to
share their experience visually with each other. They sent snaps of
important sites in their town, people they spent time with, and
images of what they were doing. She concluded:

It's just cool to seewhat [my friend is] doing. Because it brings us
closer, you know? I learn more about people that way, which
sounds stupid with 10 second pictures, but I'm a big snapchatter
I guess you could say.

While some participants highlighted the fact that generational
differences between parents and young adults concerning Snap-
chat, others spoke about how Snapchat enhanced interaction with
their parents, siblings, and extended families. The majority of par-
ticipants lived away from home and explained that Snapchat was
one way to remain connected with their families “back home.”
Emily (21) related:

I think it's kind of good that my parents have Snapchat because
then [mymom]will sendme like these goofy ones sometimes. It
kind of makes you laugh a little bit and it's good that you still see
[your parents] when their far away.

Similarly, Clare (19) shared, “My little sister is at home and she'll
send me a picture of like the dog. Or her and my mom decorating
the Christmas tree. I use it to kind of know what my family is
doing.”

Participants also spoke about how Snapchat is another techno-
logical tool that allows them to strengthen romantic relationships.
Participants highlighted the fact that most users do not begin
romantic relationships using Snapchat, but Snapchat is commonly
used as a way of “letting someone know that you like them'
romantically.” Other participants spoke about how couples will use
Snapchat to converse “back and forth” with more meaning than a
text. Justene (21) reported:

My fianc�e was out deer hunting this weekend. He sent me
random pictures of like the sunset or sunrise. Or like walking
across the field. We were at two different places, so it's kind of
nice to see what he would see.
7. Discussion

The current exploratory study provided rich descriptions
relating to the perceived influence of Snapchat behaviors on young
adult interpersonal relationships. Young adults did perceive that
Snapchat behaviors had an influence on their relationships with
family, friends, and romantic partners. Snapchat was presented as a
medium that could both lead to challenges in relationships and
enhance existing relationships. The results are discussed in terms of
the three identified themes and connections to Uses and Gratifi-
cations Theory (U&G).
7.1. Relational challenges

7.1.1. Relational deviance
Young adults perceived that Snapchat behaviors could pose

some challenges within their interpersonal relationships. Consis-
tent with previous speculation (Colao, 2012; Young, 2014), Snap-
chat was presented as a venue for sexting between romantic
partners and for relational infidelity. There was a perceived safety
in sending content because it was deleted in a matter of seconds.
However, young adults reported that screenshots could be taken
and used in incriminating ways. Consistent with Utz et al. (2015),
participants also spoke to the connection between jealousy in
interpersonal relationships and Snapchat. More specifically, these
results indicated that jealousy arose in friendships and romantic
relationships due to the public reporting of who a young adult
snaps the most that is facilitated by the “best friends” feature on
Snapchat (see https://support.snapchat.com/a/bestfriends). Finally,
previous research has indicated that cyberbullying occurs during
young adulthood and has been facilitated by a variety of platforms
(i.e., texting, Facebook, email, Twitter, and YouTube; Gahagan,
Vaterlaus, & Frost, 2015; Smith & Yoon, 2013). A few participants
in this study indicated that Snapchat could be added to list of
technology that facilitates cyberbullying.

7.1.2. Youth culture
It has been proposed that a youth culture has developed around

new media that (a) includes shared rules, beliefs, and meaning
around media use and (b) is often invisible to adults (Oksman &
Turtiainen, 2004; Tulane, 2012; Tulane, Vaterlaus, & Beckert,
2015b). This youth culture was evident as young adults talked
about the unwritten rules and beliefs about Snapchat. Specifically,
how Snapchat could become annoying if used too frequently in
relationships and that jealousy could arise based onwhowas on the
snapchatter's “best friend list.”

Vaterlaus and Tulane (2015) reported that generational differ-
ences in purpose, use, and perceived ability to use social technol-
ogies have been identified among parents and young
adultsdSnapchat was not a medium included in their study. Some
young adults in the current study indicated that there were
generational differences in Snapchat use and perceptions among
young adults and parents. Young adults were frustrated when
parents did not know how to use Snapchat correctly, or in consis-
tent ways with the youth culture surrounding media. It was also
implied that parents did not understand the functionality and
benefit of Snapchatdhinting at the invisibility of youth culture to
parents.

7.2. Functionality

Texting has been presented as a preferred communication mo-
dality among youth because it is private and asynchronous
(Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010). However, young adults
have indicated that a dislike or flaw of texting is that miscommu-
nication is common because of the lack of cues available through
text (Kelly et al., 2012). Young adults reported that Snapchat alle-
viates the potential for miscommunication because snaps include
pictures overlaid with text that can clarify meaning and share
emotion within relational communication. Similar to research on
texting within relationships (Lenhart et al., 2010) and emerging
research on Snapchat (Roesner et al., 2014; Utz et al., 2015), young
adults reported that they mostly used Snapchat in their relation-
ships for everyday communication, such as when they were bored
or wanted to make plans.

7.3. Enhance connection in existing interpersonal relationships

Previous research has identified that texting connects youth
with their parents (Lenhart et al., 2010) and promotes more social
connection with their social networks (Ling, 2005). Also, young
adult females have reported using texting to deepen their re-
lationships (Morrill, Jones, & Vaterlaus, 2013). Young adults
perceived that Snapchat could enhance connection within their
relationships with family, friends, and romantic partners. Some
young adults even suggested Snapchat could strengthen their
interpersonal relationships. In fact, again suggesting the rules of
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youth culture, Snapchat was viewed as a personal form of
communication reserved for young adults' closest interpersonal
relationshipsdnot random people. This is different than findings
regarding the more public Facebookd three studies have reported
the young adults regularly use Facebook with acquaintances (Choi,
Kim, Sung, & Sohn, 2011; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Yang
et al., 2014). Consistent with Utz et al. (2015) proposition, Snap-
chat appears to be reserved for private conversation, rather than a
large social network. Further, consistent with previous research on
technology and young adult interpersonal relationships (Yang et al.,
2014), Snapchat was typically not used by participants as a tool to
initiate a relationship, rather Snapchat was used as a more
advanced step to build intimacy within an existing young adult
relationship.

7.4. Uses and Gratifications Theory

According to U&G, active technology consumers have several
competing technology platforms to select from in order to gratify
their needs (Katz, Blumler et al., 1973). The self-aware consumer
bases their selection through evaluating the content facilitated by
the medium, access/awareness of the medium, and the social
context (Katz, Gurevitch et al., 1973). Contemporary young adults
do have access to a variety of social media platforms (Perrin, 2015).
The current study focused solely on young adults' perceptions of
Snapchat to identify the specific gratifications that Snapchat could
provide within young adult interpersonal relationships. The results
provide some support for U&G as participants explained the unique
features of Snapchat that were desirable, and also how relational
needs could be gratified by snapping family, friends, and romantic
partners. Participants commented on the shared asynchronous
interaction capabilities between text messaging and Snapchat, but
also distinguished between snapping and textingdexplaining that
Snapchat allowed for sending text directly on a picture that can be
viewed by the recipient for only seconds. Young adults indicated
that Snapchat allowed them to connectmore congruently (showing
emotion with picture and text) and quickly than simply sending a
text. Not all of the content or capabilities were appealing to young
adults. For example, Snapchat's “best friends list” was viewed by
some as an undesirable feature because it led to relational weak-
ening rather than connection in some relationships, and the
perceived safety fueled by disappearing pictures could weaken
romantic relationships through extra-relational communication.

Description of Snapchats' ability to gratify young adults' rela-
tional needs varied in participant results. Young adults relied on the
social context in which Snapchat was used to explain need grati-
fication. For instance, parent-child generational differences in
purpose or use of Snapchat prevented closeness in the parent-child
relationship, which may mean that young adult media consumers
in this context would select a different medium to facilitate parent-
child connection. In contrast, the features of Snapchat were
perceived to be ideal for creating connection in the context of
existing peer and romantic relationships.

8. Implications

This exploratory study sought to flesh out the perceived influ-
ence of Snapchat on young adults' family, social, and romantic re-
lationships. Snapchat, along with other social technologies (Yang
et al., 2014), are perceived to play important roles in contempo-
rary young adult interpersonal relationships. Social media appli-
cations share common features, but are also distinguished from
each other in specific ways. In this study young adults highlighted
what they perceived to be the specific capabilities (e.g., images
disappear in seconds, the best friends feature, notification if a
recipient takes a screen shot, drawing/writing on pictures) and use
(e.g., within close relationships, a possible step in the relationship
formation process, a tool to enhance existing relationships) of
Snapchat in their interpersonal relationships. It is unclear if some of
these capabilities and uses can also be attributed to other social
media applications that young adults implement in their inter-
personal relationships. To further distinguish the unique capabil-
ities and influence of Snapchat, we recommend that researchers
concurrently investigate the role of several popular social media
apps at once using a U&G framework. We also encourage future
longitudinal research to better understand and provide validity for
the proposition that there is a sequence to technology use as young
adult interpersonal relationships develop. A longitudinal approach
would allow for identification of how technology is used in rela-
tional formation processes and in the maintenance of young adult
relationships overtime.

Further, this study highlighted how Snapchat could be perceived
to facilitate both positive and negative consequences in young adult
interpersonal relationships. There is a tendency in social media
research to focus on deficits or problems (Tulane et al., 2015b). For
example, Utz et al. (2015) focused on jealousy and Snapchat, rather
than relational closeness and Snapchat. We propose that it is
important create a balance in the research that focuses on the
challenges as well as the positive consequences of technology.
Scholars and practitioners may be missing out on opportunities to
enhance relationships by not focusing on potential strengths
afforded by new media and technology. For example, young adults
in this study shared that they used Snapchat to enhance connection
in their family, social, and romantic relationships. Future research
could focus on the young adults who experience positive relational
consequences from Snapchat, identifying the young adults' other
characteristics (e.g., technology use, parental mediation, techno-
logical literacy, parent technological literacy, relationship/social
skills, etc.) in order to identify common areas of strength that could
be operationalized and promoted among young adults at large.

Finally, there is emerging evidence that a youth culture has
developed around youth media use (Oksman & Turtiainen, 2004;
Tulane, 2012; Tulane et al., 2015b). Young adults in this study
hinted at the rules and values associated with Snapchat use in
interpersonal relationships. They also highlighted that parents
often did not see the value of the technology or did not know how
to work within the unspoken rules surrounding new media. A
helpful line of research would be to further identify the rules,
values, and mores embodied in this youth culture. Documenting
the youth culture empirically may help parents and other adults
who desire to provide support/intervention for young adult
interpersonal relationships to have more successful cross-cultural
interactions, because learning accurate information about a cul-
ture is one way to enhance cross-cultural competence (Lynch &
Hason, 2011).

9. Conclusions and limitations

The small purposive samplewas appropriate for this exploratory
study, but findings should be replicated with larger and more
diverse young adult samples in future research. Young adults
enrolled in college may use Snapchat differently in their interper-
sonal relationships than young adults who have different career or
educational aspirations. Snapchat use may also vary by region and
age group. The current study included young adults between the
ages of 18e23 and there may be differences in Snapchat use within
this age range. Future research should consider identifying poten-
tial age differences in Snapchat use and perceptions within young
adult samples. Despite the limitations, the current study answered
the call from previous researchers to further identify the influence
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of new technologies on interpersonal relationships
(Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008; Yang et al., 2014) and specif-
ically provided a starting point for clarifying the perceived role
Snapchat behaviors play in young adult relationships. Young adults
do report using Snapchat in their close relationships, perceive that
Snapchat facilitatesmore congruent communication, and are aware
of the potential challenges Snapchat poses within interpersonal
relationships.
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