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Abstract 
This article introduces factors that bear consideration 
when researching the experience of motherhood as 
presented in social network sites (SNS). By invoking 
the theoretical concept of "facework," we point to 
elements that influence the qualities women emphasize 
in order to construct an ideal "mommy face" for their 
online social networks. We suggest that limiting 
research on mother behavior to a single SNS, however, 
does not necessarily consider the diversity and scale of 
the community with whom mothers connect; the 
impact of the format of SNS and the type of 
information and use they promote; or the populations 
that may be left behind or overrepresented.  
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Introduction 
Use of popular social network sites (SNS) such as 
Facebook has increasingly become one of the 
fundamental ways through which large number of 
people communicate with the members of their social 
networks, about their lives. More and more, people go 
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SNS to share important life events, whether joyous or 
sorrowful. 

One’s transition into, and experience of motherhood, 
undoubtedly one of the most life-altering events that 
can be experienced, is one episode commonly present 
in SNS. Users of SNS often provide their social 
networks with snapshots from their experiences as 
parents, such as short status updates about their daily 
ordeals, or announcements of parental milestones. The 
wide availability of multimedia data generated by 
parents in SNS may seem like a perfect natural 
laboratory, which can give researchers insights about 
the experience of motherhood in general, and its 
relations to communication behavior in particular. 

However, the ways in which motherhood is represented 
and enacted on SNS is often overly broad and does not 
appropriately account for the complex context in which 
motherhood is performed and understood using new 
communication technologies. Analysis of the practices 
and representation of mothers on a single SNS such as 
Facebook, for example, does not adequately consider 
significant differences between platforms, nor how 
individuals’ usage of a single SNS works as one element 
embedded within a larger web of media uses, social 
interactions, and mediated communications.  

The theoretical concept of “facework” [1] functions as a 
critical mode of self-presentation on SNS used by 
mothers to craft an ongoing and evolving “mommy 
face.”  This face works as a “‘projected image’ of the 
self purposely designed for specific encounters with 
others” that is used by mothers to showcase the 
achievement of various standards of motherhood [2]. 
This facework takes place across social networking 

platforms, blogs, and in-person interactions. Therefore, 
we lay forth, what considerations in the study of social 
networking may be essentialized or reduced through a 
study of “mommy face” focused solely on a single site 
or platform. 

Mothers, Platforms, Audiences 
Mothers negotiate characteristics of good “mommy 
face” within various communities, but what constitutes 
both the performance and qualities of being a “good” 
mother can vary considerably with the composition of 
the individuals within the network or community. The 
forms of diversity within one’s online social network 
may include religious affiliations, geographical 
proximity, or the relationship between the poster and 
contact (in-law, co-worker, friend).  Scale, too, can 
alter the nature of mothers’ facework. For example, the 
nature of performance for a blog-circle of fifty close 
friends serves a different function than a board followed 
by hundreds of largely anonymous readers. In fact, 
previous work on mommy bloggers suggests that 
bloggers carefully manage the qualities of their 
audiences in order to maintain a desired scale and tone 
[3]. In addition, the level of facework varies with the 
level of investment and identification of the mother 
towards each reader group and her subsequent desire 
to seek approval, as it has been shown that messages 
in social media are directed to an intended audience 
with the expectations of feedback through “multiple 
communication channels, including face-to-face and via 
comments” [4] 

Additionally, each SNS offers a different format on 
which to conduct facework, which, in turn, orients the 
qualities of motherhood that are given value and 
priority on each site.  As Van House points out “SNSs 



  

variously support – and valorize – certain activities and 
ways of categorizing oneself, and not others” [5].  For 
instance, Pinterest’s format facilitates the copying, 
sharing, and curating of visual materials, thus 
prioritizing photography, aesthetics, and domestic 
duties such as home decoration and food presentation 
as valued qualities of good mothers.  A personal blog 
with a large audience is more suited to longer and more 
complex strategies of self-disclosure, and may facilitate 
strategies of self-branding to increase page hits.  An 
increased interactive functionality offers greater levels 
of co-creation and enables emotional reciprocity 
between members on a SNS [3].  Facebook’s News 
Feed combined with options to “like” and comment 
facilitates facework designed to gain approval and 
commentary. Functionality helps shape the purpose for 
which the site is used, and how the site is used often 
leads to shifts in its functionality. 

Research exclusively focused on SNS must also 
consider those who, in this type of data gathering, get 
left out as well as those who are overrepresented and, 
therefore and perhaps inaccurately, are taken as the 
norm.  Most obviously, limits in time and money 
translate to unequal representation on SNSs across 
social categories of race and class.  Mothers with strong 
face-to-face networks and local support systems may 
also opt-out at higher rates, whereas women situated 
within mobile and dispersed families may not have 
social support as “readily available” and rely more on 
online networks for connection [2].  Furthermore, 
communities that share a religious, social, or cultural 
trait of highly valuing motherhood and domesticity, or 
those with a strong existing foundation of mediated and 
broadcast maternal practices, gain greater value from 
performing extensive mommy face on SNSs.  

Conclusion 
In this article, we take a critical research approach, to 
point out factors that may be in play, and are in danger 
of being overlooked when studying motherhood, 
through its manifestations in popular SNS. SNS can be 
great platforms for research that make available data 
on communication behavior, as well as characteristics 
of online social networks in a scale that was previously 
unavailable. However, they are only a small part of a 
greater and more complex cosmos, where audiences, 
performances, and platforms are intertwined in 
influencing the facework constructed by mothers while 
telling the tales of parenthood in online social networks. 
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