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Abstract: In the internet era, online interaction based on the internet is gradually integrating with face-to-face 

offline interaction, becoming another crucial context for adolescents’ peer interaction and social development. 

This article elaborates on the significance of typical characteristics of online interaction—such as anonymity, 

trans-spatiotemporality, asynchronicity, and archivability—for interpersonal communication. It points out that 

adolescents’ online interaction primarily occurs among acquaintances, describes the formation process of 

adolescents’ online friendships and their influencing factors, and discusses the relationship between offline and 

online peer interaction. The article suggests that future research should further explore the interactive influence 

between offline and online interaction, investigate the unique roles of different interaction contexts and network 

environments, examine individual differences in online interaction, and conduct more in-depth studies on the 

characteristics of interpersonal relationships within specific online social platforms. 
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1.  Introduction 
Interaction is one of the fundamental forms of human social activities [1]. The Internet is currently the 

most prevalent medium for developing interpersonal relationships, and interpersonal interaction via the 

Internet has become one of the primary activities of Internet users. According to the 36th Statistical Report 

released by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), as of the end of June 2015, the 

number of Internet users in China had reached 668 million, with an Internet penetration rate of 48.8%. 

Meanwhile, adolescent Internet users under the age of 25 (those who had used the Internet in the past six 

months) remained the main force among China’s Internet users. They were highly active in Internet usage, 

particularly in online interaction (also referred to as online communication) [2]. As a new form of social 

interaction, online communication exerts a profound and extensive impact on the development of 

adolescents. While adolescents gain more opportunities for development in the online world, they also face 

more challenges [3]. 

The concept of online communication can be defined in both broad and narrow senses. From the 

perspective of Internet users, online communication in the broad sense refers to "Internet Use Behavior," 

which encompasses all activities conducted through the Internet. In the narrow sense, however, online 

communication is a specific type of Internet use behavior, mainly referring to interpersonal interaction 

between individuals via computers and the Internet—i.e., the "human-computer-human" model [4]. Foreign 

scholars have used various terms to define online communication, such as "Computer-Mediated 

Communication (CMC)," "Online Communication," "Online Relating," and "Social Interaction on the 

Internet," all of which describe a process of information transmission. The specific definition of online 

communication discussed in this article refers to interpersonal interaction that occurs on the Internet, also 

known as online interaction, while traditional face-to-face interaction is correspondingly termed offline 

interaction. 

2.  Characteristics of cyberspace and online interaction 
The Internet has transcended the limitations of traditional media for interpersonal interaction. 

Cyberspace serves not only as an interactive medium but also as a medium for self-presentation, as it fully 
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integrates two core functions of interpersonal communication: interactivity and self-presentation [5]. 

Adolescents [6] and college students [7] are currently the primary groups of Internet users; they spend more 

time online than adults and engage in more social activities through the Internet. As a form of 

communication, online interpersonal relationships share similarities with offline "face-to-face" 

interpersonal relationships in many aspects. Nevertheless, there are indeed substantial differences between 

online interaction and offline interaction [8]. 

2.1.  Anonymity 

In cyberspace, interpersonal interaction is based on the exchange of digital information and no longer 

possesses the tangibility or perceptible temporal location of daily offline interaction. Participants in online 

interaction inevitably encounter "visual anonymity" [9]. Visual anonymity further gives rise to issues such 

as online trust, self-disclosure, and "threshold characteristics." On one hand, the concealment of identity 

reduces interpersonal trust—some people perceive online interaction as casual, and view online 

relationships as unreliable, superficial, and meaningless. On the other hand, identity concealment enhances 

the controllability of self-disclosure. Online, individuals can decide when and how to present themselves 

[10]. For instance, one can make friends via email, display edited profile photos on social networking sites, 

or post comments under a pseudonym in online communities. Precisely because of the anonymity of online 

interaction, people often engage in higher levels of self-disclosure in online relationships. In the online 

world, individuals can freely choose their names, gender, avatar, and even interaction environment, all of 

which carry a strong sense of virtuality. As a platform for information exchange, the Internet is an open 

system with no restrictions on who can participate in communication. In real-world interpersonal interaction, 

the formation of social relationships is influenced by factors such as appearance, ability, proximity, 

similarity, complementarity, familiarity, and reciprocity. In contrast, online, people of any age, gender, 

ethnicity, nationality, occupation, or cultural background can communicate freely and equally. 

2.2.  Transcendence of Time and Space 

Geographical distance ceases to exist in the online world [11]. Theoretically, the Internet allows people 

to communicate and interact in various forms (via chat rooms, social networking sites, online shopping 

malls, etc.) at any time and from any location, as if they were "meeting" in real life. It also enables family 

members and friends separated by distance to stay connected (e.g., via email), provide each other with 

psychological support, and maintain intimacy. Online connectivity makes "interaction without physical 

presence" a reality [5]. 

2.3.  Asynchronicity 

Online interaction is less constrained by time. Unlike face-to-face interaction, which must occur within 

a specific real-time and physical space, online interaction is often asynchronous (i.e., non-simultaneous). 

For example, a person might spend an hour writing an email and receive a reply several days later. This 

characteristic of online interaction gives individuals maximum control over how they present and express 

themselves. Consequently, it often leads to a "hyper-personal" phenomenon—such as forming idealized 

impressions of others [12]. 

2.4.  Archivability 

Online interaction exhibits the properties of archivability (e.g., content uploaded to the Internet can 

usually be retained indefinitely), retrievability (e.g., information can be easily retrieved using search 

engines), and retrievability for correction [13]. This set of characteristics of online interaction holds 

significant psychological and social implications. 

3.  Forms and targets of adolescents’ online interaction 
Online interaction encompasses a wide range of forms, with the most influential including Instant 

Messaging (IM), Electronic Mail (E-mail), Bulletin Board Systems (BBS), Blogs, Social Networking 

Services (SNS), online games, and various online communities—among which adolescents are the most 

frequent users. The online interaction forms with the highest concentration of peer groups are social 
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networking sites (for asynchronous interaction) and instant messaging (for synchronous interaction) [5]. 

This article focuses on adolescents’ information and emotional exchange through these two forms of online 

interaction, as well as their impacts on offline interpersonal relationships and social adaptation. 

3.1.  Instant Messaging (IM) 

According to a 2015 survey by CNNIC, the penetration rate of instant messaging among Internet users in 

China had risen to 90.8% by that time, with the user base reaching 606 million. Instant messaging has thus 

become the most important form of online interaction [2]. Instant messaging refers to services that enable 

the real-time sending and receiving of Internet messages. Initially, it only supported text-based messaging; 

later, it integrated symbol systems (to better convey the emotions and moods of participants) on the basis of 

text, and also allowed communication via voice. Users can chat with specific individuals or multiple 

contacts according to their preferences, and they may choose to interact with strangers or with familiar 

friends and family. Unlike face-to-face interaction, users can either use their real names and identities or 

remain anonymous. 

3.2.  Social Networking Services (SNS) 

SNS, the abbreviation of "Social Networking Services" (also referred to as "Social Network Site"), is 

commonly translated as "jiao wang wang zhan" (Social Networking Site) or "she jiao wang zhan" (SNS) in 

Chinese. The core functions of SNS platforms are making friends and sharing information. They create a 

public platform where each user has their own personal homepage for free self-presentation and can browse 

others’ pages to engage in online communication [14]. Other public space functions of social networks 

(such as games, voting, forums, sharing, and transactions) also facilitate free communication and interaction 

between users and their relatives and friends. User relationships on SNS platforms can either extend from 

real-life connections or be gradually developed on the online platform itself; users can build relationships 

and interact with others through various means. 

The development of SNS platforms has validated the "Six Degrees of Separation" theory, which states 

that "in terms of interpersonal connection networks, you can inevitably get in touch with any other person in 

the world through no more than six intermediaries." Based on the principle that "a friend of a friend is a 

friend," an individual’s social circle will continue to expand and overlap, eventually forming a larger 

interaction network. Internationally, Facebook is the most popular social networking site; in China, similar 

platforms include Renren, Weibo, and QQ Space, which are widely popular among Internet users, especially 

adolescent groups. 

It is worth noting that with the advancement of technology, the social functions of SNS have gradually 

become more powerful, enabling interactions between individuals, between individuals and institutions, and 

between individuals and society. As the online interaction environment continues to develop and update, 

characteristics previously discussed—such as anonymity and text-based limitations—deserve further 

examination. Ultimately, the online interaction environment will increasingly meet people’s needs for social 

connection. 

3.3.  Teenagers' online communication partners   

Foreign studies have shown that teenagers mainly use instant messaging to maintain existing 

interpersonal relationships, such as talking with real-life friends about school life, gossip, and hobbies [6, 15, 

16]. A survey on teenagers' online communication in Zhejiang, Hunan, and Gansu provinces conducted by 

domestic scholar Huang Shaohua also revealed that real-time chat tools like QQ and MSN were the most 

frequently used communication tools, with a usage rate of 73.4%. Among the communication partners, the 

highest proportion was "familiar friends in real life" (58.3%), followed by "friends working or studying in 

other places" (33.0%), while "strangers encountered accidentally online" accounted for only 7.7% [5]. In 

studies on teenagers and social networking sites, girls reported using social networking sites more to keep in 

touch with real-life peers (whether they meet frequently or infrequently), while boys were more likely to 

build new relationships and make new friends [17]. It is evident that acquaintances remain the mainstay in 

online social interactions, but interactions with strangers do exist. Due to the restrictions on interacting with 

strangers in real life, researching teenagers' online interactions with strangers holds special significance. 
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Additionally, gender differences reflect certain social and cultural requirements and gender stereotypes, 

which also deserve in-depth study.   

In addition, teenagers' cross-gender interactions online have attracted considerable attention. A survey 

by Cen Guo zhen on 166 internet users aged 14-16 showed that approximately three-quarters of the 

participants' online friends were of the opposite gender, with male participants having about 79% 

opposite-gender online friends and female participants having about 70% [18]. Researchers believe that the 

high proportion of opposite-gender friends may be related to the awakening of sexual awareness during 

adolescence, and the characteristics of online communication provide teenagers with more autonomous 

opportunities for cross-gender interactions.   

4.   The Formation of Teenagers' Online Friendships   
With the vigorous development of teenagers' online communication, researchers have further deepened 

their studies on teenagers' online relationships. Regarding issues such as the formation mechanism and 

influencing factors of online friendships, Peter et al. proposed a model for the formation of online 

friendships, which has strong explanatory power [19]. They believe that the formation of online friendships 

is influenced by four factors: personality (introversion/extraversion), online self-disclosure, social 

compensation motivation, and the frequency of online communication (as shown in Figure 1). Extraverted 

teenagers engage in more frequent online self-disclosure and communication, which is conducive to the 

formation of online friendships [19], supporting the "rich get richer" theory [20]. Conversely, introverted 

teenagers have a strong motivation for online communication based on compensating for their lack of social 

skills in reality, which also increases their opportunities to make friends online. A strong compensation 

motivation leads to increased frequency of online communication and self-disclosure among introverts [16, 

21-23], thereby making it easier for them to form online friendships [24]. In addition, the need for 

self-identity and parental monitoring are also important factors affecting the formation of online friendships. 

 

Figure 1: Model of the Formation of Teenagers' Online Friendships 

4.1.  Self-Disclosure and personality   

Self-disclosure is "the act of revealing personal information to others" [25]. It is crucial for the formation 

of friendships, whether in real life or online [26]. The anonymity of the internet and the lack of social cues 

often lead to higher levels of self-disclosure in individuals' online relationships. Offline self-disclosure is 

often exposed to various risks such as rejection, ridicule, and opposition, while online communication, 

characterized by "physical absence," significantly reduces these risks [8]. Online self-disclosure is usually 
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particularly important for introverts, who perceive their online self as closer to their "true self" and can 

express themselves more freely through the internet, especially among females [26]. The more introverted 

teenagers are, the more online self-disclosure they engage in, which also contributes more to the formation 

of their online friendships [19]. Additionally, girls find online communication more comfortable, and they 

report higher social anxiety than boys [27].   

4.2.  Self-Identity 

Teenagers' self-identity is built through interactions with others, and the characteristics of these 

interactions help determine the salience of different aspects of self-identity and the degree to which they can 

coexist harmoniously. Foreign researchers have pointed out that virtual interactions and cyberspace are 

regarded as another vast venue for teenagers' interactions, where teenagers can develop their self-identity 

and self-concept [28, 29].   

4.3.  Parental monitoring   

In cyberspace, the impact of parental monitoring on teenagers' online behavior is minimized. 

Adolescents in puberty are more willing to share their secrets with peers rather than parents, and the internet 

precisely provides them with a safe and private base. Most teenagers view the internet as a personal space 

where they can act and express themselves freely [30]. Through the internet, teenagers can avoid parental 

surveillance and control, maintain their private space, and express themselves in their preferred way, 

communicating and sharing freely with peers. 

5.  The relationship between adolescents' online and offline interactions   

5.1.  Comparison of quality between online and offline friendships   

Researchers often compare online friendships with offline ones. Based on the core qualities of 

interpersonal relationships, such comparisons involve four dimensions: intimacy, trust, durability, and 

relationship satisfaction [31]. The traditional view holds that online interactions, which rely on text and lack 

cues like voice and personal characteristics, create distance between communicators, resulting in a quality 

far inferior to face-to-face offline interactions [32]. Another perspective argues that features of online 

interactions, such as anonymity and "low thresholds," increase individuals' self-disclosure. High levels of 

self-disclosure foster intimacy and make it easier to build relationships with others [26], indicating that 

online friendships can be as intimate and meaningful as offline ones. Additionally, there are individual 

differences in adolescents' perception of online friendship quality: those with high social anxiety show 

better adaptability and satisfaction in online interpersonal relationships [27]. Interestingly, there are also 

gender differences in online friendship quality: girls experience more intimacy in online friendships than 

boys, and the quality of online cross-gender friendships is significantly higher than that of same-gender ones 

[33].   

5.2.  Prediction of online interactions by offline interactions   

Numerous studies have explored the predictive power of offline interpersonal relationships on online 

behavior. Research by Lei Li and Wu Yana found a significant correlation between peer attachment and 

internet use: the degree of alienation from peers in adolescents can positively predict their preference for 

social services and pathological internet use [34]. A longitudinal study showed that adolescents who adapted 

well at ages 13–14 used online social services more frequently at ages 20–22, and their offline peer 

relationships, friendship quality, and behavioral adaptation could predict the relationship quality and 

behavioral problems in their online interactions during ages 20–22 [35]. In other words, individuals' early 

offline peer interactions reappear in their online interactions in early adulthood. How, then, do offline peer 

interactions influence online ones? Evidence suggests that individuals uncomfortable with face-to-face 

interactions prefer online communication, while those who enjoy face-to-face interactions tend to use the 

internet for information acquisition [36]. Another view holds that adolescents socially active offline are also 

active in online relationships, whereas socially withdrawn offline individuals show the opposite pattern [35]. 

In other words, the truth is: "A dog remains a dog online."   
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5.3.  Impact of online interactions on offline interactions   

Negative impacts of online interactions always attract attention first. Early studies mostly argued that 

online interactions inevitably occupy time for offline social activities and communication with relatives and 

friends, thereby shrinking offline social circles. The degree of dependence on online interactions can 

significantly and positively predict the level of distress in offline interpersonal communication [37]. 

Excessive online make friends among adolescents can lead to social isolation and anxiety, as well as weaken 

their relationships with family and friends [38]. Moreover, since most online communication is limited to 

like-minded individuals, it may reduce people's tolerance and acceptance of those who are different.   

However, as the internet evolves, people's understanding is also changing. Many internet users believe 

that the internet can improve their lives and even provide essential links for interacting with others [39]. A 

study investigating the relationship between college students' Facebook usage time and their participation in 

club activities found that Facebook enhances social communication and increases social capital [40]. 

Positive comments from friends on social networking sites are also correlated with adolescents' positive 

adaptation [16]. Another study on 66 internet chat room users found that healthy online interpersonal 

relationships can effectively complement offline ones [23]. Some researchers argue that online interactions 

expand long-distance social circles, actually enhancing face-to-face interactions with relatives and friends 

and increasing social capital [41].   

5.4.  Impact of online interactions on mental health   

Some studies indicate that online interactions have positive psychological effects. For example, online 

interactions can significantly reduce loneliness and depression, and improve individuals' self-esteem and 

perceived social support [42]. For adolescents actively cooperating in cancer treatment and rehabilitation, 

online forums and support groups are effective tools for self-help, and the psychological support provided 

by online support networks has important clinical significance [43]. Although some researchers believe that 

practical help cannot be obtained in virtual spaces and that people's perception of support is weak, more and 

more studies have confirmed the role of online social support: it is easier to find needed individuals (such as 

those with similar experiences) in virtual spaces, where people can communicate better, share worries, 

reduce stress, and truly feel others' support. Moreover, support from virtual spaces has unique advantages: it 

does not require reciprocation, can provide more extensive support, and can be sought at any time [44]. 

Domestic scholar Liang Xiaoyan explored the structure of adolescents' online social support, which is a real 

multi-dimensional structure including peer support, information support, emotional support, and 

instrumental support, with similarities to real-life support [45].   

Of course, online interactions are a double-edged sword. Many researchers have also proven that internet 

use has negative impacts on users' loneliness, depression, and life satisfaction [46]. Studies on the 

correlation between online interactions and internet addiction have shown that instant messaging and chat 

room conversations are positively correlated with adolescents' internet addiction six months later [47]. 

Virtual socializing provides a way to escape interpersonal disharmony in real life and is the most significant 

factor leading to students' internet addiction tendencies [48]. Online interactions can even have a negative 

impact on the personality development of internet users [49]. Some studies further point out that it is not 

online interactions themselves, but online interactions with strangers that are negatively correlated with 

mental health. However, for lonely adolescents, online interactions are detrimental regardless of whether 

they involve strangers [50]. 

6.  Conclusion   
McKenna and Seidman argue that internet use has no absolute effects. Although online interpersonal 

interactions can be transformative and transferable, these processes depend on individual differences in 

personality and motivation, as well as the online groups they affiliate with [51]. In other words, there is no 

inherent problem with the internet itself or online interactions; rather, issues arise from how the internet is 

used. There is no clear, absolute boundary between online and offline interactions, at least among teenagers 

[52]. Many existing studies on teenagers and the internet support the view that online activities of internet 

users are an extension of the psychological experiences of their offline lives in the online world, and the 

online and offline worlds are interconnected [53]. Research on social networking sites has begun to focus on 
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the possibility that the online and offline worlds are linked, with online and offline socializing interacting 

with each other [14, 54].   

To lead a healthy and balanced life, everyone needs interpersonal connections, social recognition, social 

support, and a sense of belonging. During adolescence, individuals face two key developmental tasks: first, 

developing a sense of belonging and identity; second, building new and meaningful interpersonal 

relationships. Internet use can help fulfill these two tasks. Teenagers can easily engage in various 

interactions and interpersonal connections through social media online, even forming online social support 

and gaining a sense of intimacy and belonging. Online interactions also promote adolescents' identity 

experimentation, i.e., constructing their identity through self-representation and self-exploration in the 

online environment [29]. It is evident that teenagers' online interactions deserve more attention. While 

excessive use can impair their social functions, blindly opposing or prohibiting teenagers from using 

internet social services will only backfire. Therefore, it is particularly important to understand them, guide 

them appropriately, and help them treat and use online social services healthily. Understanding the 

characteristics and motivations of interactions in different social contexts, as well as the individual 

differences of users, has become a necessary path for effective guidance and a direction that future 

researchers should explore. 
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