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Context

Timeline

Part time, 6 months

Team

Me

Research Goals

- Do members change how they use Facebook when 
engaging in these groups? (How do they engage?)  

- Does platform design impact how users participate?  

- What leads to a satisfying pretend group experience?

There are Facebook Groups where people “pretend” to 
be ants, middle schoolers, farmers/cows, or from 1897, 
with 10,000 - 1.9 million members.


I set out to qualitatively understand the member 
experience of these groups and how platform design 
affects their experience.



Process

Literature review

Platform design 
Diary studies 
Social networking sites 
Virtual Spaces 
Facebook 
Role-playing games 
etc... 

Research

13 participants (across 4 
Facebook Groups) 


13 week-long diary studies 
+ 13 semi-structured 
interviews on their 
experience and perception 
of the group

Data analysis

Transcribed interviews


Coded data inductively 2x 
to reveal patterns


Thematic analysis, inspired 
by Grounded Theory 



Diary Study Sample Page Remote Interview (Using Zoom)



High-Level Mapping of all topics mentioned/observed



Findings Highlights

- The core of the role-playing experience 
(and the social networking experience) is 
conversation.


- Platform design affects how the group 
norms are perceived, through explicit and 
community moderation, and through how 
Facebook's algorithm serves content.


- Members reinterpreted conversational 
content to suit the group purpose, but 
largely perceived platform affordances 
as usual if they did not relate to 
producing conversation.

Based on the findings, here’s what makes 
up a satisfying group experience:


1. Promote in-character conversation


2. Define a clear group purpose


3. Encourage distinctive norms


4. Foster a collective understanding of 
group history

Outcome: Principles 
for Satisfying 
“Pretend” Groups



Got more questions? Talk to me! joyce.q.huang@gmail.com 



