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Abstract 
This paper proposes further research on the temporal 
nature of boundary regulation and social privacy. First, 
I summarize prior research that has examined temporal 
dimensions of privacy. Despite recent findings, more 
work is still required to better understand how and why 
people’s privacy practices evolve over time and across 
social media. To engage in such research, I describe 
Altman’s Privacy Regulation Theory and several 
methodological considerations to account for when 
designing research to address these phenomena. 
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Introduction 
How can we improve how we manage our relationships 
and privacy as they are increasingly mediated through 
networked systems? Questions such as this are 
increasingly important to both social network site (SNS) 
users and researchers as networked technologies 
become more ubiquitous and as our interactions are 
increasingly mediated through them.  Altman’s [1] 
Privacy Regulation Theory is one framework often 
referenced in social privacy literature to address these 
problems, but many of the principles outlined by this 
work remain poorly integrated into SNS features, 
resulting in continued difficulties among SNS users in 
regulating interpersonal boundaries [5].  

One integral component of Altman’s theory is the 
temporal nature of privacy, something which I argue 
requires further empirical attention. Both [1] and [8] 
theorize that privacy practices evolve over time, 
adapting to new social network configurations, new 
institutional arrangements, and new circumstances, yet 
little empirical research has examined whether people’s 

 
Copyright is held by the author/owner(s). 
CSCW’15 The Future of Networked Privacy Workshop, March 14-15, 
2015, Vancouver, BC, Canada. 
 

Michael Dickard 
Drexel University 
3141 Chestnut St. 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 USA 
m.dickard@drexel.edu 
 
 



 

social privacy practices are static or dynamic over time, 
and if so, how or why they change. It is necessary that 
researchers further validate the dynamic and temporal 
characteristics of social privacy practices, especially as 
current networked systems do not account for them 
well when compared to the nuances that take place in 
normal face-to-face interactions.  

When boundaries between what is more or less public 
or private and who is in the audience are unknown or 
not easily navigated, it can have negative 
consequences such as loss in reputation or status and 
job loss. More common consequences often involve 
experiencing face-threatening situations that may lead 
to embarrassment or strained relationships [7], which 
may be more easily avoided were the architecture of 
social media meeting people’s needs, or if more 
individuals had the skills and knowledge necessary to 
achieve their ideal levels of privacy.  

On the other hand, many systems already measure and 
record time or use it as a variable when regulating 
content. For example, Facebook’s News Feed 
algorithms are partially regulated by time (newer 
content is more likely to show up on the feed 
dependant on other factors, such as recent interactions 
with an individual). Facebook also knows when two ties 
become connected through friending, when content was 
posted, and so on. Yet further research is needed to 
understand how the technical, social, and temporal 
boundaries are interrelated. 

 As such, understanding the dynamic nature of social 
privacy practices as they evolve over time is an 
important research agenda to address, and one in 
which I am beginning to take steps towards in my 

dissertation research. Moreover, given the 
interdisciplinary nature of privacy and its role in 
understanding how, why, and with whom people share 
content across social media, this agenda will require 
further discussions on the means with which to study 
these phenomena – several of which I address below. 

Related Research 
Though little research has studied how or why online 
social privacy practices evolve over time, recent studies 
suggest that changes do occur. [2] used surveys to 
retrospectively examine the relation between 
information aging and sharing preferences on 
Facebook, finding life changes, such as graduating from 
college, arecorrelated with a decrease in willingness to 
share.  [3] also studied retrospective privacy 
preferences for posts on Facebook, however, they 
found most participants’ audience preferences didn’t 
change over a short period of time. One of the most 
extensive studies of the evolution of privacy and 
disclosure is by [11], finding that on Facebook privacy 
settings are used increasingly frequently over time and 
that people shared less with the public but more with 
their friends as time went on. Using a diary study, [13] 
investigated perceptions and uses for older Facebook 
posts, finding that the ways in which people think about 
their data and share content are mediated by 
temporality.  

Other work lends further support for the need to study 
privacy practices over time, especially as a growing 
body of literature argues that self-presentation 
strategies vary by audience. For example, a study by 
[10] examined how core discussion networks – 
composed of only a handful of people that one 
discusses important life matters with – change over the 



 

life of an individual. They found that, contrary to 
several theoretical assumptions, these core networks 
are not stable, but change quickly during transitions 
into new institutional environments. Other studies have 
examined the consequences and experiences of 
“context collapse” on SNS, which have found that many 
people decide to disclose or share less content than 
they might otherwise due to the “flattening out of 
multiple distinct audiences” [12] on sites such as 
Facebook. Instead, people often share based on the 
heuristic of the “lowest common denominator” [6]. This 
becomes particularly problematic as social networks 
evolve and people transition to new stages in their life, 
such as from high school to college or from college to 
careers.  

Privacy behaviors are not limited to the privacy settings 
provided on SNS such as Facebook [4] either. As such, 
it is necessary to understand the practices individuals 
engage in across social media and the ways they 
manage information disclosure to different groups over 
time – both through the settings provided and beyond. 
This is one limitation of much recent research, which 
has focused primarily on Facebook. By understanding 
how privacy functions in practice and in the context of 
temporal, social, and technical boundaries, we can 
begin to better leverage the design of technologies and 
their use of temporal data to improve people’s 
experiences. 

Theoretical Framework for Examining Social 
Privacy 
Altman [1] defines privacy as the “…selective control of 
access to the self or to one’s group” (p. 18), which 
includes access between various social units. We 
manage boundaries between our self and others, and 

others and our self, both in terms of interaction and 
attention, and we seek to optimize this process to reach 
ideal levels of contact. Further, his analysis implies 
selective control as an active and dynamic process, in 
which privacy can change over time and with different 
circumstances or contexts.  

One essential property of privacy for [1] is that it has a 
temporal dimension. In this sense, we change how 
open or closed we are in response to changes in both 
our internal states – our motivations, fears, attitudes – 
and external conditions (e.g. as we transition into new 
institutional, cultural, or social environments).  

In sum, Altman conceptualizes privacy as a dialectic 
and dynamic process by departing from traditional 
notions of privacy as a withdrawal of information. 
Process is primary to Altman’s theory, and thus 
appropriate as a theoretical framework for analyzing 
the dynamic nature of privacy during transitions in the 
life-course. People thus optimize their accessibility 
along a continuum of openness and closedness 
depending on the context and their needs (and skills, 
available tools, etc.).  

Methodological Considerations 
Ideally, to study the temporal nature of boundary 
regulation, longitudinal, mixed-methods research would 
be employed and chosen according to the specific 
research questions being addressed. Mixed-methods 
research is becoming more common in CSCW and other 
related fields to help answer questions from multiple 
perspectives and to overcome some of the limitations 
encountered when using specific methods.  



 

Engaging in mixed methods research has several 
advantages (for further discussion, see [9]). For 
example, quantitative methods such as longitudinal 
surveys can be used to look at privacy outcomes, such 
as whether certain life-course trajectories, internet 
skills, or demographics help explain changes in privacy 
practices, or whether certain types of practices lead to 
different outcomes themselves, such as increased social 
capital, sense of self-worth, etc. Privacy mechanisms 
can then be uncovered from qualitative methods such 
as longitudinal interviews or ethnographic field work 
(e.g. determining how people navigate interpersonal 
boundaries and access to self or others and why they 
engage in these sorts of behaviors).  

In sum, quantitative data can be used to assess which 
outcomes are most likely, but since they do not always 
allow us to test whether, or why, the outcomes result 
from specific mechanisms proposed by the Altman’s 
theory, we need qualitative data to identify how 
individuals perceive new environments, how they 
manage their identities and regulate interpersonal 
boundaries, or if new routines, ties, or institutional 
obligations play a role in social privacy practices. This 
line of reasoning can be used for other privacy 
problems and research agendas as well, and further 
attention should be given to the methods used to 
answer questions and the assumptions underlying 
them. 

Potential Contributions and Conclusion 
Several contributions can be made from studying 
temporal dimensions of boundary regulation including 
(a) the introduction of new methods into the privacy 
research domain, (b) understanding whether variation 
in social privacy practices lead to different outcomes 

during transitions in the life-course, (c) new privacy 
tools and features can be implemented in SNS to help 
account for these dynamic processes and to better 
leverage temporal data already collected, and (d) 
findings can lead to further empirical support for 
theoretical frameworks on privacy, such as [1, 8]. 

Despite recent findings on boundary regulation and 
privacy discussed here, many questions still need to be 
addressed. How do people’s social privacy and 
boundary regulation practices evolve over time? For 
example, do they move to other SNS to engage 
different audiences or employ the use of specific 
privacy tools already in place on an SNS? Why do they 
change their practices? Are they more likely to change 
during important transitions in the life course, such as 
from high school to college, during a job search, or 
during a divorce? How can we leverage such findings to 
improve design and people’s experiences? This paper 
highlighted a few important methodological and 
theoretical frameworks to consider when studying these 
phenomena and researchers must continue to examine 
these temporal dimensions and their role in people’s 
use of new communication technologies. 
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