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Chapter  5

INTRODUCTION

The Children’s Digital Media Center @ LA 
(CDMC@LA) (www.cdmc.ucla.edu) is a col-
laborative effort between faculty, students, and 
visiting researchers in the Departments of Psychol-
ogy at the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA) and California State University, Los 

Angeles (CSULA). The mission of the Center is 
to study young people’s interactions with digital 
media – with a focus on the implications of these 
interactions for their offline lives and long-term 
development. Researchers at the CDMC@LA 
have been at the forefront of research on young 
children’s use of media ranging from early media 
forms such as television and video games to more 
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ABSTRACT

The Children’s Digital Media Center @ Los Angeles studies young people’s interactions with digital 
media – with a focus on the implications of these interactions for their offline lives and long-term 
development. Founded by Professor Patricia Greenfield, Distinguished Professor at the University of 
California, Los Angeles (UCLA), USA, the Center is a collaborative effort of researchers at the UCLA 
and the California State University, Los Angeles, USA. CDMC@LA researchers have been at the fore-
front of research on children’s and adolescents’ use of media ranging from early media forms such as 
television and video games to more recent ones including various applications on the Internet such as 
chat rooms, social networking sites, and YouTube. This entry presents an overview of the Center – its 
history, researchers and collaborators, research focus, and major contributions.
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recent ones including various applications on 
the Internet such as chat rooms, social network-
ing sites, and YouTube. In this entry, we first 
present an overview of the Center – its history, 
researchers and collaborators, research focus, and 
major contributions. Next we describe some of 
the seminal work done by the Center’s founder, 
Professor Patricia Greenfield, which started the 
field of interactive media and development and 
served as a foundation for the Center. Then, we 
describe early work done at the Center, followed 
by current work and conclude with future research 
directions.

OVERVIEW

The CDMC@LA was founded and directed by 
Dr. Patricia Greenfield, Distinguished Professor 
of Psychology at UCLA; the Associate Director of 
the Center is Dr. Kaveri Subrahmanyam, Profes-
sor of Psychology at California State University, 
Los Angeles (CSULA). It began in 2001 as part 
of the Children’s Digital Media Center (CDMC), 
a consortium funded for five years by the National 
Science Foundation. The CDMC is perhaps the 
most lasting legacy of Dr. Rodney R. Cocking, 
a cognitive developmental psychologist who 
was “early to understand the value of studying 
the computer genre that children spent most of 
their time with - electronic entertainment games, 
rather than what most researchers were focusing 
on—the use of computers in formal education” 
(Greenfield & Calvert, 2004, p. 627). Dr. Cock-
ing established and was the Program Officer for 
the Developmental and Learning Sciences Pro-
gram within the National Science Foundation; 
he launched the Children’s Research Initiative 
(CRI), “an initiative designed to move the field 
of Developmental Science forward” (Greenfield 
& Calvert, 2004, p. 629). The CDMC was one 
of the first centers to be established as part of 
the CRI and was a collaborative effort involving 
researchers at several U.S. Universities – Dr. San-

dra Calvert, the Project Director at Georgetown 
University, Dr. Patricia Greenfield at UCLA, Dr. 
Barbara O’Keefe at Northwestern University, Dr. 
Ellen Wartella and Dr. Elizabeth Vandewater at 
the University of Texas at Austin.

Starting in 2006, the CDMC site at UCLA 
forged a new identity as the Children’s Digital 
Media Center@ LA or the CDMC@LA with sites 
at UCLA and CSULA. Since the core mission of 
the Center and the researchers associated with it 
have remained unchanged throughout, this entry 
will simply refer to both as the CDMC@LA. In 
2011, CDMC@LA researchers at UCLA included 
Dr. Adriana Manago, as well as doctoral students, 
Guadalupe Espinoza, Kristen Gillespie-Lynch, 
Shu-Sha Angie Guan, Yalda T. Uhls, and Lauren 
Sherman; graduate alumni include Professor 
Brendesha Tynes, Dr. Lalita Suzuki, and Dr. Eli-
sheva Gross. Undergraduate alumni include Jerel 
Calzo, a recent Ph.D. from University of Michigan 
and now a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard, and 
Goldie Salimkhan, currently CDMC webmaster 
and collaborator, as well as graduate student in 
graphic design at Pratt Institute. Researchers at 
CSULA include graduate students Phuoc Jimmy 
Tran, Rogelio Carillo, Thomas Staunton, and 
Minas Mike Michikyan; alumni include Deborah 
Laurin now a doctoral student at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champagne, Kevin Linares, and 
Roy Cheng a graduate student in a joint program 
at the London School of Economics/University of 
Southern California, USA. U.S. Collaborators of 
the CDMC@LA include the following research-
ers and scholars: Dr. Jaana Juvonen, Professor of 
Psychology at UCLA, and Dr. Stephanie Reich, 
Assistant Professor of Education at the University 
of California, Irvine. Reflecting its international 
scope, the CDMC@LA also collaborates with 
researchers in Europe including Dr. David Smahel, 
Associate Professor at the Institute for Research 
of Children, Youth and Family, Faculty of Social 
Studies, Masaryk University (the Czech Republic) 
and Dr. Natalia Waechter, senior researcher at the 
Austrian Institute for Youth Research, Vienna. 
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More details about the Center’s researchers are 
available at the Center website at www.cdmc.
ucla.edu.

The basic theoretical premise of the work at 
the CDMC@LA is that digital media such as 
computers, games, and the Internet are the new 
cultural tools of technological societies. Using 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and the idea that 
tools provided by the culture play a mediating role 
in cognitive development, Professors Greenfield 
and Subrahmanyam have argued that these new 
digital tools will similarly influence the develop-
ment of thinking and learning (Greenfield, et al., 
1994; Maynard, Subrahmanyam, & Greenfield, 
2005; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008b). 
Drawing on Tikhomirov (1974) and Salomon 
(1979), they have proposed that with use, differ-
ent cultural tools elicit and develop different sets 
of cognitive skills. The initial research compared 
radio and TV; the findings were that television 
enhances memory for action stimuli, while radio 
enhances memory for dialogue and stimulates 
imagination (Greenfield & Beagles-Roos, 1988). 
This approach has been used successfully by the 
Center’s researchers to study the effect of televi-
sion and video game use on the development of 
cognitive skills and this research is discussed in 
greater detail in the section titled “Intellectual 
Foundation for the CDMC@LA.”

Extending the idea of computers as a cultural 
tool to the Internet and various online applica-
tions, Greenfield, Subrahmanyam, and Smahel 
have proposed the co-construction model to 
conceptualize and understand online interactions 
(Subrahmanyam, Smahel, & Greenfield, 2006). 
Specifically, they suggest that given the interac-
tive nature of online contexts, users construct and 
co-construct their communication environments 
within applications such as online chat and so-
cial networking sites. Research conducted at the 
CDMC@LA has been among the first to system-
atically study and understand the culture of young 
people’s online contexts. The Center’s researchers 
have shown that “adolescents construct the same 

developmental issues online as they do off, with 
new affordances such as anonymity, opportunities 
to discuss sensitive issues, and lack of information 
about one’s physical appearance (such as gender, 
physical attractiveness, etc.)” (Subrahmanyam et 
al., 2006, p. 396). This approach has been used 
successfully by the Center’s researchers to conduct 
innovative work to understand the implications 
of young people’s online interactions for their 
health, sexuality, identity, and intimate relations. 
The section titled “Early Work at the CDMC@
LA” discusses this body of work in greater detail.

INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATION 
FOR THE CDMC@LA

The intellectual foundation for the CDMC@LA 
comes from the seminal work done by the Center’s 
founder, Professor Patricia Greenfield, in the area 
of interactive media and human development. Her 
1984 book, titled Mind and Media: The effects of 
television, video games, and computers, was the 
first to systematically look at the effects of various 
media from print to radio to television, as well as 
computers and video games. At the time of the 
book’s writing, video games and computers were 
a relatively new technology and viewed primarily 
as a source of entertainment and possibly even 
harmful because of their violent content. Prof 
Greenfield instead argued that every medium has 
strengths and weaknesses and that it was important 
to use research findings to understand how we can 
harness different media to foster children’s growth 
and thinking skills (Greenfield, 1984).

In a subsequent 1990 article titled “Video 
screens: Are they changing the way children learn,” 
which appeared in the Education Letter published 
by the Harvard Graduate School of Education, 
Professor Greenfield pointed out that in addition 
to the content of video screens that most parents 
and educators worry about, we also have to be 
concerned about the effects of the formal features 
that a particular media form uses. She posed this 
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important question and one that continues to moti-
vate the research being conducted at the CDMC@
LA: “What difference does the video screen make 
in the way children and adults process informa-
tion?” (Greenfield, 1990, p. 1) This question has 
taken on even more significance today as young 
people’s lives are so completely enmeshed in a 
variety of screens from televisions to computers, 
and hand held devices.

Professor Greenfield was one of the first to sug-
gest that video screens may actually help children 
develop visual literacy, which at that time was a 
new kind of literacy, and argued that such visual 
literacy skills would be essential to succeed in a 
world filled with information technology. A solid 
body of research emanating from her laboratory 
at the University of California, Los Angeles has 
shown that video game playing has positive effects 
in developing the particular attentional, spatial, 
and iconic representational skills that they utilize 
(for recent reviews of this research see: Greenfield, 
2009b; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008b; 
Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2011). Although 
these effects have only been documented in the 
context of short-term studies, it is very likely that 
early and continued use of interactive technologies 
has longer term effects. In this regard, Professor 
Greenfield has linked the proliferation of informal 
computer uses such as games to the Flynn effect 
(Flynn, 1999), which is the documented and 
dramatic increase in nonverbal or performance 
IQ scores; she has argued that games and the cor-
responding development of iconic representational 
skills may have a causal role in IQ changes which 
have occurred during the years when modern 
computer technology was also developing and 
becoming widespread (Greenfield, 1998). Thus, it 
is becoming clear that informal uses of computers 
and video games can have important short- and 
longer-term consequences for children’s skills 
and development; work on the effects of media 
continues with projects underway by Dr. Patricia 
Greenfield in collaboration with current graduate 
students, Yalda Uhls and Lauren Sherman and past 

graduate student, Adriana Manago, currently a 
postdoctoral fellow at the University of Michigan.

Although this line of work initiated by Profes-
sor Greenfield and her students was done in the 
context of computer and video games, it served 
as a foundation for the CDMC@ LA because 
it demonstrated the importance of studying the 
informal uses of technology and their impact on 
development. Consequently, when the Internet 
became readily accessible to users outside of 
research and university settings, and youth began 
to adopt them in large numbers, researchers at the 
CDMC@LA were among the first to recognize 
the importance of studying the implications of 
this newest cultural tool in young people’s lives.

Early Work at the CDMC@ LA

As researchers at the CDMC@ LA have always 
been interested in the implications of digital media 
for children’s offline lives and long term develop-
ment, the particular technologies that the Center 
has focused on has been driven by the technology 
and applications that are popular among youth. 
Early empirical work at the Center examined the 
implications of young people’s use of online chat 
rooms, bulletin boards, and instant messaging for 
their health and well being as well as sexuality, 
identity, and intimacy. Since online chat rooms 
were a new cultural context, Center researchers 
Greenfield and Subrahmanyam recognized the 
importance of first describing and understanding 
the cultural context of this new venue before they 
could study their developmental implications. In 
their 2003 paper published in the Journal of Ap-
plied Developmental Psychology, Greenfield and 
Subrahmanyam conducted an in-depth analysis of 
a transcript of a conversation that occurred in an 
online teen chat room (Greenfield & Subrahman-
yam, 2003). Using techniques of discourse analysis 
and youth informants, they described how users in 
teen chat rooms were adapting to the affordances 
of the medium in order to construct conversational 
coherence. One of the main insights of this work 
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was that youth users seemed to be creating a 
new register for chat – both to compensate for 
some of the challenges of the medium, such as 
anonymity, the slower pace of writing compared 
to oral communication, and disembodiment of 
the user, and to take advantages of its opportuni-
ties, such as anonymity. Additionally, the study 
demonstrated that chat users are constructing 
and co-constructing their own environment and 
highlighted that researchers must first decode a 
context if they want to study and understand its 
impact on development.

In subsequent work, researchers at the Cen-
ter conducted in-depth studies of online chat 
rooms, bulletin boards, and instant messaging 
to understand what young people were doing in 
these new online forums; for a concise account 
of this early work see Greenfield et al. (2006). 
These studies collectively revealed that youth 
integrated fundamental adolescent concerns 
such as sexuality, identity, and intimacy into the 
new online forums. For example, both in-depth 
analysis of a chat transcript and a quantitative 
analysis of a large corpus of chat utterances (ap-
proximately 12,000) revealed that core concerns 
such as sexuality (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, 
& Tynes, 2004), identity (Subrahmanyam et al., 
2004; Subrahmanyam et al., 2006), and intimacy 
(Smahel & Subrahmanyam, 2007) were played 
out online, sometimes in new and exaggerated 
ways. For instance, teen chat users took advantage 
of the anonymous and disembodied chat room 
to engage in sexual exploration in myriad ways 
including explicit and implicit sexual utterances 
and sexualized nicknames; strikingly, there was 
one sexual utterance every minute, which was 
very likely much more elevated than in offline 
contexts (Subrahmanyam et al., 2006). Although 
the anonymity and freedom of chat rooms seemed 
to provide youth with opportunities for explora-
tion, CDMC@LA research revealed that these 
online venues also exposed them to negative 
interactions. Tynes, Reynolds, and Greenfield 

(2004) found that within unmonitored teen chat 
rooms, users had an approximately 60% chance 
of being exposed to a negative remark about a 
racial or ethnic group. This series of chat stud-
ies conducted at the CDMC@LA were among 
the first to systematically investigate these new 
online contexts and link them to offline aspects 
of young people’s lives.

The trend to project offline concerns and 
themes to online contexts has been found in other 
research conducted at the Center that has examined 
very different online contexts, such as bulletin 
boards and blogs. Suzuki and Calzo found that, 
in online health bulletin boards for teens, ques-
tions about sexual health, romantic relationships, 
pregnancy/birth control, and sexual preferences/
techniques were most frequent (Suzuki & Calzo, 
2004). In a less anonymous context such as 
weblogs or blogs, peers were also quite salient; 
Subrahmanyam and colleagues found that blog 
entries written by adolescents were mostly about 
peers and everyday life (Subrahmanyam, Garcia, 
Harsono, Li, & Lipana, 2009). The teen authors 
used the blogs as a means to create narratives about 
themselves, as well as the people and events in 
their lives. By studying publicly available online 
interactions, this early body of work provided a 
unique window into young people’s lives that was 
previously not possible.

Instant messaging, another popular early ap-
plication, was the focus of some other early work 
conducted at the Center by Gross (Gross, 2004, 
2009; Gross, Juvonen, & Gable, 2002). Using a 
daily dairy methodology, Gross and colleagues 
showed that the pre-teen participants in their study 
devoted the greatest amount of their online time to 
instant messaging, and in particular to communi-
cating with peers from their offline lives (Gross et 
al., 2002). This was one of the first research studies 
to show that, in addition to core developmental 
concerns, youth also bring the people in their of-
fline lives to their online contexts. Additionally, 
the study found that youth who reported feeling 
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lonely or socially anxious on a given day were 
more likely to use instant messaging that day to 
interact with people whom they did not know well.

In a follow up experimental study, Gross used a 
cyberball task (the computer equivalent of playing 
catch) to simulate social inclusion or exclusion 
among adolescent participants; subsequently 
study participants interacted with an unknown 
opposite-sex peer via instant messaging or played 
a computer game (Gross, 2009). Participants 
who were excluded in the cyberball task reported 
greater negative affect (for example, shame, and 
anger, and lower self-esteem) than those who 
were included. Furthermore, excluded participants 
who interacted online with an unknown peer ex-
perienced greater recovery from negative affect 
than excluded participants who played a solitary 
computer game.

In addition to these empirical studies, Center 
researchers have also written and published sev-
eral theoretical and review articles on the role of 
computers and other digital media on children’s 
development. Important theoretical contributions 
include papers on the following topics: gender 
differences in computer game play (Subrahman-
yam & Greenfield, 1998), analysis of the Flynn 
effect, including the role of technology (Green-
field, 1998), role of media symbol systems in the 
development of cognitive skills (Maynard et al., 
2005; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008b), and 
online communication in development (Subrah-
manyam, 2007; Subrahmanyam, 2009). Review 
articles have surveyed research on the implica-
tions of computers and the Internet for human 
development (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, 
& Gross, 2001; Subrahmanyam, Kraut, Green-
field, & Gross, 2001; Subrahmanyam, Kraut, 
Greenfield, & Gross, 2000) and the role of online 
communication in adolescents’ relationships and 
development (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 
2008a). Greenfield has also advanced the field 
by editing or co-editing a number of special is-
sues on media and development in the Journal of 
Applied Developmental Psychology (Greenfield 

& Calvert, 2004; Greenfield & Cocking, 1994; 
Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008c). Along with 
Professor Zheng Yan, editor of this encyclopedia, 
Greenfield co-edited the first special issue focused 
on interactive media and human development 
published in Developmental Psychology (Yan & 
Greenfield, 2006). Together, these contributions 
have helped to advance our understanding of the 
role of new digital media in development.

Current Work at the CDMC@LA

As the online applications used most frequently 
by youth began to change, researchers at the 
Center had to develop new methodologies and 
paradigms to study these new contexts. The most 
significant change in online applications was the 
shift from anonymous and public interactions 
(e.g., chat rooms) to more private and less anony-
mous applications (e.g., instant messaging, text 
messaging, and social networking sites such as 
Facebook). Concerns about safety had also led 
to changes in online applications and users were 
able to restrict who saw their online communica-
tions. These changes were most apparent in the 
next generation of applications such as social 
networking sites (SNSs) and virtual worlds. In 
this section, we describe more recent research 
on these applications conducted by researchers 
at the CDMC@ LA

One of the first studies on SNSs to come out 
of CDMC was in keeping with the notion that 
researchers must first describe the cultural context 
of social media in which youth are engaged in 
order to decipher the developmental implications 
of these new technologies. Utilizing a focus group 
methodology, Manago, Graham, Greenfield and 
Salimkhan (Manago, Graham, Greenfield, & 
Salimkhan, 2008) explored college students’ sub-
jective experiences using MySpace. The objective 
was to describe how processes of identity develop-
ment, a central task during emerging adulthood, 
adapt to the unique affordances of social network-
ing sites. The research built upon earlier CDMC@
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LA conceptualizations of technology as cultural 
tools that elicit particular cognitive competencies, 
but this time, applied the theoretical framework 
to the development of social skills. Qualitative 
analyses of focus group interviews focused on 
personal, social, and gendered self-presentations. 
The study found that youth were using social net-
work sites to cultivate multifaceted aspects of the 
self - sometimes idealized, experimental or pos-
sible selves - by broadcasting pictures, personal 
interests and social exchanges to their audience 
of contacts on their networks, on average 185 
“friends”. A key insight from this study was that 
the introduction of a collection of large numbers 
of friends as an audience for self-performances 
afforded new channels for experimenting with 
and reifying incipient aspects of the self.

A subsequent study by Salimkhan, Manago 
and Greenfield asked a small number of college 
students to guide researchers on a videotaped tour 
of their MySpace profile (Salimkhan, Manago, & 
Greenfield, 2010). Recording participants’ visual 
behaviors on the social network site, in concert 
with participants’ explanations of these online 
behaviors, represented a methodological “next 
step” to understanding youths’ experiences on 
social network sites. Qualitative analyses of these 
profile tours revealed the growing importance of 
iconic visual representations to identity develop-
ment in this generation of emerging adults. Visual 
and textual data demonstrated how youth using 
social networking sites employ visual metaphors 
to represent and solidify connections with others, 
how they create visual narratives of their lives 
through photos to connect past and present selves, 
and how they use multimedia to integrate pop 
cultural imagery and meanings into their sense 
of self. The study also proposed that these kinds 
of visual processes of self-presentation on social 
networking sites potentially obscure the line be-
tween self-promotion and advertisement of self as 
a brand in emerging adults’ identity development.

Whereas these studies focused on small num-
bers of participants, qualitative data, and identity 

development processes, Subrahmanyam in col-
laboration with Reich, Waechter, and Espinoza 
documented quantitatively the relationships social 
networking sites were engendering among adoles-
cents and emerging adults (Reich, Subrahmanyam, 
& Espinoza, in press; Subrahmanyam, Reich, 
Waechter, & Espinoza, 2008). Adopting a two-step 
data collection procedure that entailed an offline 
and online survey, these studies showed that there 
was overlap between adolescents’ and emerging 
adults’ offline and online (social networking sites 
and instant messaging) networks providing further 
evidence that young people’s online and offline 
lives are psychologically connected.

Building on research from the CDMC@LA 
pointing to the ways social networking sites gener-
ate an emphasis on self-promotion among youth 
in the “digital native” generation, Yalda Uhls, in 
collaboration with Patricia Greenfield, set out to 
determine whether a trend toward self-focused 
individualistic values might be happening on 
a cultural level as evidenced in popular media 
targeted at youth. Their research examined the 
most prominent values in the top two most popu-
lar television shows among young adolescents, 
ages 9 -11, across four decades, 1967 to 2007 
(Uhls & Greenfield, 2011). They surveyed adult 
participants using personality indices to measure 
their perceptions of the value priorities in the 
television programming. As they predicted, the 
individualistic value of “fame” was perceived 
to be the top value priority in the most popular 
television programming in 2007, rising from a 
ranking of 15 out of 16 possible in previous de-
cades. In contrast, the value “community feeling” 
was ranked 11th in 2007, declining from its top 
first or second spot in the previous decades. In 
making sense of these findings, the authors of this 
study drew from Greenfield’s Theory of Social 
Change and Human Development (Greenfield, 
2009a), which suggests that socio-demographic 
changes such as increasing technology shift 
cultural values toward increasing individualism, 
which then structures children’s socialization 
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environments and psychological development. 
Uhls and Greenfield (2011) concluded that the 
jump in communication technologies from 1997 
to 2007 might be one of the engines driving the 
historical reversal in cultural value priorities seen 
in the data, especially prominent between the last 
two decades.

What are the mechanisms by which increas-
ing technology might shift cultural values and 
psychological development in the direction of an 
increasing orientation toward the self? To pursue 
this line of research, Uhls and Greenfield (Uhls & 
Greenfield, in press) expanded upon their content 
analysis by examining how preteens interpret a 
heightened focus on fame in popular media. The 
researchers conducted focus groups and surveys 
with preteens, ages 10-12 In order to assess up-
take by children of fame and other individualistic 
values portrayed in preteen television. They found 
that fame was the most frequent value selected by 
participants as a motivation for their future goals. 
Qualitative analyses demonstrated the ways in 
which they made meaning out of fame in media 
programming by prioritizing the importance of 
public recognition in their own lives. Further, 
the majority of these pre-teen participants used 
YouTube to seek an expanded audience outside 
of their physical communities.

During this time, other researchers at the UCLA 
site of the CDMC@LA also began to question the 
other side of the coin of a cultural shift toward 
increasing individualism with the advent of new 
communication technologies in the 21st century: 
potential decrements in the development of social 
psychological skills for intimacy. Developmental 
psychologists consider the transition to adulthood 
an important period for the maturation of intimacy 
in relationships. Perhaps Facebook represents 
another mechanism by which technology shifts 
cultural values and development during this sensi-
tive period of life toward increasing individualism. 
With college students using Facebook to amass 
hundreds of “friends” in their social networks, 
might they be learning through this tool to em-

phasize large webs of instrumental relations rather 
than small, more intimate social relations?

To break ground on this question, Manago, 
Taylor and Greenfield (Manago, Taylor, & 
Greenfield, in press) devised an online survey to 
examine the anatomy of college students’ Face-
book networks and their Facebook activities by 
randomly sampling a portion of their network. 
They uncovered a variety of associations that 
confirmed many of the theoretical assertions 
suggested by Greenfield’s (2009a) Theory of 
Social Change and Human Development with 
regards to technological innovations; however, 
the study also added new qualifications and nu-
ances to the theory. Participants’ self-reports of 
relationships on Facebook indicated that super-
ficial relationships (acquaintances and activity 
contacts) comprised 51% of college students’ 
Facebook networks, whereas only 21% were 
close relationships (family, significant others, 
close friends) and that networks grew by add-
ing disproportionately more superficial contacts 
over close contacts. Those with larger networks 
estimated that larger numbers of contacts in their 
networks were observing their status updates, a 
form of public communication to one’s entire 
contact list. The major function of status updates 
was emotional disclosure, the key feature of in-
timacy. This finding indicates the transformation 
of the nature of intimacy in the environment of 
a social network site: Self-disclosure has moved 
from the private to the public realm. In addition, 
larger networks and larger estimated audiences 
predicted higher levels of life satisfaction and 
perceived social support on Facebook. These 
findings emphasize the psychological importance 
of audience in the Facebook environment. This 
emphasis on one’s audience harmonizes with 
Uhls and Greenfield’s findings concerning the 
importance of fame and supports the prediction 
from Greenfield’s theory that technology pushes 
development in an individualistic direction. Find-
ings also suggest that social networking sites help 
youth to satisfy enduring human psychosocial 
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needs for permanent relations in a geographically 
mobile world—youth with higher proportions of 
maintained contacts from the past (primarily high 
school friends) perceived Facebook as a more 
useful tool for procuring social support.

Other applications and aspects of new media 
use have also been the focus of studies at the 
Center. At the CSULA site of the CDMC@LA, re-
searchers recently published a paper on the virtual 
world, Second Life (SL) (Linares, Subrahmanyam, 
Cheng, & Guan, 2011). The paper examined SL 
residents’ avatars, activities, and the relationship 
between residents’ offline characteristics such as 
identity and online avatars and activities. Iden-
tity in this study was operationalized in terms of 
identity processing style, which is a preference in 
the social cognitive strategies used to engage in 
or avoid tasks related to creating or maintaining 
a sense of identity (Berzonsky, 1992). Using an 
online survey of SL residents, who reported that 
their age ranged from 18 to 69 years, the study 
found that SL residents mostly adopted human 
avatars that were of the same gender as their of-
fline selves. Interestingly, residents reported that 
their frequent SL activities were shopping and 
interacting with others; these are also activities 
common in everyday offline life. Most importantly, 
residents’ identity processing styles offline were 
related to their beliefs and activities within SL, 
particularly those related to online self-presen-
tation and relationship development. This study 
showed that contrary to speculation, SL residents 
did not create entirely new and different second 
lives within this particular virtual world, but were 
instead bringing elements of their first or offline 
lives into this online context. In another study of 
an entirely different online context, Laurin and 
Subrahmanyam conducted a content analysis of 
online support groups for postpartum depression 
(Laurin & Subrahmanyam, n.d.). The researchers 
found that messages that conveyed informational 
and emotional support dominated the discussion 
just as with face-to-face support groups. These 
studies provide further evidence that adult users’ 

online and offline lives may also be psychologi-
cally connected.

In addition to cutting edge research on new 
applications and processes in digital worlds, 
CDMC@LA researchers have also continued to 
make important contributions to the literature by 
way of theoretical (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 
2011) review articles (Guan & Subrahmanyam, 
2009), and a special issue devoted to social net-
working sites (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 
2008c); a recent book surveyed the field of new 
digital media and adolescent development (Sub-
rahmanyam & Smahel, 2010).

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Research at the CDMC@LA is ongoing in the 
areas of both cognitive and social development 
and emphasizes a multi-method approach incor-
porating qualitative, quantitative, survey, observa-
tion, biological, fMRI, and experimental research 
designs. For instance, at the UCLA site, graduate 
students Sherman and Uhls are using experimental 
designs to examine the emotional and cognitive 
effects of technology use. Similarly at the CSULA 
site, graduate students Tran and Carillo are using 
experimental paradigms to investigate the cogni-
tive impact of the multitasking that occurs in the 
context of digital media use. A common theme 
underlying all of the past, present and future 
projects at the CDMC is an investigation of the 
ways technological innovations channel socializa-
tion and development in particular directions by 
emphasizing particular skills, competencies, and 
social psychological rewards.
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