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Intimacy in the era of digital media 
Central issue 
Does intimacy pass trough a process of transforming norms and beliefs 
due to the spread of digital media? 

Defining intimacy 
„Intimacy is a transaction negoatiation of personal ties by equals.“ 
(Anthony Giddens, 1992)  

Hypothesis 
The spread of digital media transformed the ways in which we are 
involved in intimate relationships and experience love, sexuality and 
emotions in everyday life. 
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Intimacy in the era of digital media 

• Digital media pervades possibilities for contact and interaction 

• Digital media promotes social membership and prevents social exclusion 

• Online social dynamics do not stay online, but move into the online-offline-
continuum 

• Digital media promtes visual anonymity (Joinson, 2001) 

• Hence, digital media reduces feelings of uncertainty or embarrassment  
© Samy Challah 
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Intimacy in the era of digital media 

• We embody the technology offered 
by digital media to perform identity 
by durable performative acts  
(Latour, 2005) 

• Identity performance leaves ist 
marks on a materialized memory that 
the Internet records and makes 
availabe as identity discourses with 
others 

• Thus, intimacy is shaped as „a state that permits us to live strong emotive 
sharing without having to be a prelude of capability to breathe life into 
deep relations.“ (Artieri, 2009) 
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Intimacy in the era of digital media 
Working hypotheses 

Deep relations and durable affectional bonds can also root trough digital 
media. 

„Blurred lines“ has become a relationship reality to be called „online only 
lovers“. 

Text messages and pictures forge an introjected character. 
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Intimacy and online only lovers 
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Online intimate communication 
• Online intimate communication results in a „commodification of 

selfhood“ (Illouz, 2017) 

• Commodificiation equals what Niklas Luhmann (1982) calls the 
„authenticity trap“ due to the intentionality of social interaction 

• According to Luhmann (1982), „the lovers‘ experience ideally shall 
cause the beloved‘s action immediately.“ 

• Intimacy takes consensus for granted without necessitating verification 
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Online intimate communication  
• The outlined social, temporal and spatial transcendence of 

expectations will be confronted and tested offline 

• According to Nicholas Zingale (2013), there is an ontological gap in 
any form of remote communication: 
 
„It is only within directly experienced social reality that the glances 
between people actually meet; only here can one acutally know how 
the other is looking at him or her and know what it means.“ 

• Due to a so called disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004) people loosen up 
when online 
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Online intimate communication  
Working hypothesis 
The illusion of an intimacy despite distance rises and the divide between 
consensual and non-consensual desires and actions becomes disguised  
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Online intimate communication  
Reflections 

• Would it be a consensual sexual encounter if Tom takes the initiative 
when meeting Alice?  

• How can Tom be sure?  

• How can Alice be sure herself?  

• What if Alice is 13 years old and Tom is 23 years old?  

• Does digital intimacy result in blurring lines of sexual harassment and 
sexual assault? 

• If so, is there a greater risk for adolescents? 
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Digital media and adolescents‘ (sexual) 

socialization 

• Due to a communicational generational 
gap (Kerstens, 2002) adolescents quest 
for autonomy using the Internet 

• Thus, digital media function as 
experimental spaces, especially with 
regard to adolescents’ sexuality 

• Digital media empower adolescents to 
‘play’ in a kind of George Herbert 
Meadesque way 
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Digital media and adolescents‘ (sexual) 

socialization 
• At the same time, digital media involves commercial strategies to win 

adolescents as consumers 

• One strategy refers to as age compression implies that adolescents are 
addressed as elder groups (Coy, 2013) 

• Therefore, their gender is addressed by hegemonic, heteronormative 
and sexualized stereotypes 

• Consequently, childhood and youth are sexualized and experimental 
spaces for self-representation are minimized on the basis of 
heteronormative gender roles 

• The normalization of sexualized self-representation turns sexualized 
norms from a commercial standard into a peer standard 
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Digital media and adolescents‘ sexual 

exploitation 

• The transcendence of space and time also results in another level of 
blurred lines  

• Namely that of adolescents’ integrity on the Internet – leaving them 
vulnerable to sexual exploitation 

• In a conversation with Sociologist Gil Dines (2013) a sexual perpetrator 
admits “the process of grooming my stepdaughter was not difficult, 
since the culture did a lot of the grooming for me.” 

• Paradoxically, the transcendence of space and time limits exit options 

• Having been involved in sexualized online communication results in a 
fear of rejecting an offline-assault 
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Conclusions 

• Adolescents are often not aware of having been sexually abused if it 
happened online 

• This circumstance is often disregarded both in research and practice 

• It lacks a profound understanding of intimacy’s process of transforming 
norms and beliefs 

• Filling this gap needs a close and immediate dialogue and 
collaboration by academia, professionals and adolescents 
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Many thanks for your attention 
 

Contact 
SRH University Heidelberg 

Frederic Vobbe 

frederic.vobbe@srh.de 

Katharina Kärgel 

katharina.kaergel@srh.de 
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